































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Children	in	Family	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	
1	 11	 0	 1	 0	 0	 0	
2	 10	 13	 0	 0	 0	 0	
3	 11	 8	 9	 1	 0	 0	
4	 3	 1	 1	 4	 0	 0	
5	 4	 0	 4	 0	 0	 0	
6	 5	 1	 0	 1	 1	 2	
7	 1	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	
9	 2	 1	 0	 0	 0	 0	














































































































































































































































































































































































Charge	unknown	 Verdict	unknown	 Punishment	unknown	 77	






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































in	Family	 1	 2	 3	
1	 10	 0	 0	
2	 5	 9	 0	
3	 4	 1	 2	
4	 4	 1	 0	
5	 3	 0	 0	
6	 0	 1	 1	
10	 1	 0	 0	


















































































































































































































		 Verdict	unknown	 Punishment	unknown	 3	
Murder	and	attempted	






harm	 Verdict	unknown	 Punishment	unknown	 1	
Charge	unknown	 Verdict	unknown	 Punishment	unknown	 27	

































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Children	in	Family	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	
1	 9	 0	 0	 0	 0	
2	 3	 7	 0	 0	 0	
3	 1	 3	 3	 0	 0	
4	 3	 0	 0	 1	 0	
5	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	
6	 0	 0	 0	 0	 1	
7	 1	 0	 0	 0	 0	














































































































































































































































































































		 Verdict	unknown	 Punishment	unknown	 4	
Manslaughter	and	
unlawful	possession	of	
guns	 Not	guilty	 Discharged	 1	
Charge	unknown	 Verdict	unknown	 Punishment	unknown	 13	
Total	 		 		 70	
Table	4.11:	Charges,	verdicts	and	punishments	for	paternal	child	killing	committed	in	England	and	
Wales,	1930-1939	
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Indictments	with	Partners	
There	were	six	cases	in	this	sub-sample	(8	per	cent)	in	which	both	the	father	and	mother	of	
the	child	victim	were	accused	of	causing	the	death	of	their	child.	In	five	of	the	cases	the	
father	and	mother	were	charged	with	the	same	crime	demonstrating	equal	culpability	for	
the	death	of	the	child.	Further,	in	three	cases,	for	which	a	full	run	of	information	was	
reported	in	the	newspaper	coverage,	both	parents	received	the	same	punishment,	again	
demonstrating	that	both	parents	were	thought	to	be	equally	responsible	for	their	child’s	
death.	However,	in	the	case	of	Frederick	Rushworth	and	Lydia	Binks,	both	parents	were	
sentenced	to	death	for	the	murder	of	their	newborn	child,	both	appealed	against	their	
sentences	but	Binks’s	appeal	was	successful	and	she	avoided	the	death	sentence	whilst	
Rushworth’s	appeal	failed	and	his	execution	was	carried	out.	Although	it	was	not	explicitly	
stated	in	the	newspaper	reports	the	reason	behind	her	reprieve,	the	Daily	Express	revealed	
that	an	‘extensively	signed’	petition	had	been	submitted	to	the	Home	Secretary.611	It	was	
reported	several	times	that	Binks	did	not	consent	to	killing	the	child	and	that	she	wanted	to	
keep	it.	It	can	be	assumed	that	because	her	mental	age	was	judged	to	be	of	‘only	thirteen	
years’	and	she	was	‘childish	and	easily	led’,	that	this	had	some	bearing	on	the	outcome	of	
her	appeal.612		
	 Unlike	the	previous	sub-samples	in	which	women	tended	to	receive	harsher	
punishments	and,	therefore,	were	ascribed	a	greater	proportion	of	the	blame,	women	in	
this	sub-sample	were	deemed	to	be	equally	or	less	culpable	than	the	men	involved	in	the	
case.	The	severity	of	punishments	meted	out	to	male	and	female	offenders	has	been	an	
issue	of	contention	in	the	history	of	crime	and	punishment.613	On	the	one	hand	women	were	
																																																								
611	‘Woman	Saved	From	Gallows’,	Daily	Express	(29	December	1934),	p.	1.	
612	Ibid.,	p.	1.	
613	See	K.	Callahan,	‘Women	Who	Kill:	An	Analysis	of	Cases	in	Late	Eighteenth	Century	and	Early	
Nineteenth	Century’,	Journal	of	Social	History,	46	(2013),	pp.	1013-1038,	C.	Conley,	Certain	Other	
Countries:	Homicide,	Gender,	and	National	Identity	in	Late	Nineteenth	Century	England,	Ireland,	
Scotland,	and	Wales	(The	Ohio	State	University	Press:	Columbus,	2007),	B.	Godfrey,	S.	Farrall,	and	S.	
Karsetdt,	‘Explaining	Gendered	Sentencing	Patterns	for	Violent	Men	and	Women	in	the	Late	Victorian	
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tended	punished	less	severely	than	men	because	juries	and	judges	took	sympathetic	views	
of	their	cases	because	of	their	gender.	However,	criminal	women,	especially	those	who	
killed	their	children,	were	seen	to	offend	against	their	very	nature,	as	well	as	the	law,	so	
were	thought	to	require	harsher	punishment	to	counteract	their	contravention	of	feminine	
norms.614	In	the	case	of	Rushworth	and	Binks,	Binks	benefitted	in	some	ways	from	her	
gender,	especially	because	Rushworth	was	seen	to	be	manipulative	and	Binks’s	
responsibility	for	the	crime,	therefore,	diminished.	
	
3.	Nature	of	Press	Coverage	
In	this	part	of	the	chapter	the	extent	of	newspaper	coverage	per	case	in	the	sub-sample	is	
analysed	based	on	483	articles.	The	number	of	newspapers	which	reported	on	each	case,	
the	number	of	articles	printed	per	case,	the	length	of	articles,	and	the	number	of	articles	
printed	at	each	stage	of	the	legal	process	are	examined.	This	section	builds	on	work	done	by	
Judith	Rowbotham,	Kim	Stevenson	and	Samantha	Pegg,	who	examine	how	and	why	
different	newspapers	selected,	constructed	and	presented	a	particular	crime’s	reportage	for	
popular	consumption.615	Neither	Cathryn	Wilson	nor	Alesha	Lister,	both	of	whom	examine	
newspaper	representations	of	male	child	murderers,	consider	the	extent	of	reporting	on	
paternal	child	killing.	As	detailed	in	the	introduction	to	this	chapter,	in-depth	of	analysis	of	
newspaper	reports	of	violent	crime	in	the	1930s	has	not	been	carried	out.	However,	by	
examining	how	much	space	was	given	to	paternal	child	killing	a	clearer	picture	of	how	such	
cases	were	represented	is	gained.	Newspaper	coverage	of	paternal	child	killing	declined	in	
																																																								
and	Edwardian	Period’,	British	Journal	of	Criminology,	45	(2005),	pp.	696-720,	G.	Frost,	‘	“She	is	But	A	
Woman”:	Kitty	Brown	and	the	English	Edwardian	Criminal	Justice	System’,	Gender	and	History,	16	
(2004),	pp.	538-560,	S.	D’Cruze	(ed.),	Everyday	Violence	in	Britain,	1850-1950:	Gender	and	Class	
(Longman:	London,	2000),	S.	D’Cruze,	Crimes	of	Outrage:	Sex,	Violence	and	Victorian	Working	Women	
(UCL	Press:	London,	1998),	and	L.	Zedner,	Women,	Crime	and	Custody	in	Victorian	England	(Clarendon	
Press:	Oxford,	1994).	
614	Ibid.,	p.	28.	
615	J.	Rowbotham,	K.	Stevenson	and	S.	Pegg,	Crime	News	in	Modern	Britain:	Press	Reporting	and	
Responsibility,	1820-2010	(Palgrave	Macmillan:	Basingstoke,	2013),	p.	9.	
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the	1930s:	articles	became	shorter	and	there	were	fewer	per	case	in	the	sub-sample.	The	
reasons	for	the	decrease	in	coverage	are	explored	in	this	section.	
	
Extent	of	Reporting	on	Individual	Cases	
In	the	newspaper	coverage	of	cases	in	this	sub-sample	between	one	and	four	newspapers	
were	likely	to	report	on	each	case	with	no	cases	receiving	coverage	from	all	seven	
newspapers	selected	for	this	study,	as	is	evident	in	Table	4.12.	The	newspaper	coverage	of	
this	sub-sample	of	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	ranged	from	one	article	per	case	to	22	
articles	in	two	cases.	Most	cases	received	between	one	and	ten	articles,	as	can	be	seen	in	
Table	4.13.	The	newspaper	coverage	per	case	was	also	examined	according	to	the	number	of	
lines	of	text	per	case	(see	Table	4.14).	Individual	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	received	less	
newspaper	attention	than	in	the	previous	sub-samples	(1900	to	July	1914,	August	1914	to	
November	1918	and	1919	to	1929).		
	 Cases	of	paternal	child	killing	remained	newsworthy	but	did	not	receive	the	same	
volume	of	articles	or	the	same	amount	of	detail	as	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	cases	in	the	
first	sub-sample	(1900	to	July	1914).	Despite	the	growth	of	human	interest	journalism	in	the	
interwar	period,	paternal	child	killing	did	not	incite	the	same	intrigue	as	it	did	in	earlier	in	
the	twentieth	century.	This	may	have	been	because	many	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	were	
not	interesting	enough	in	comparison	to	other	news	stories	in	circulation.	There	were	only	
so	many	stories	a	newspaper	could	report	on	and	if	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	did	not	
have	enough	scandal	about	them	they	may	not	have	been	appealing	to	report	on.	
	 Additionally,	editors	may	have	taken	the	decision	to	limit	coverage	of	particularly	
violent	crimes,	such	as	paternal	child	killing,	because	other	crimes	of	a	more	novel	nature	
were	being	committed.	Whilst	in	the	1920s,	paternal	child	killing	had	resonance	due	to	
concerns	about	returning	soldiers	fitting	back	into	family	life	in	the	1930s,	cases	of	paternal	
child	killing	took	a	backseat	to	more	‘exciting’	crimes	such	as	gang-related	crimes,	property	
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crimes,	and	motor-crimes.616	Geoffrey	Pearson	argues	that	during	the	interwar	period	
juvenile	lawlessness,	such	as	gambling	and	violence	at	football	matches,	fun	fairs,	and	
amusement	arcades,	became	a	pressing	issue	in	national	newspapers.617	There	was	concern	
that	Hollywood	cinema	was	having	a	demoralising	influence	on	young	people	and	
encouraging	them	to	commit	low-level	crime.618	The	public	still	had	an	appetite	for	drama	
and	violence	but	not	in	the	form	of	paternal	child	killing.	Another	element	of	news	reporting	
popular	in	the	1930s,	which	influenced	the	amount	of	space	given	to	news	about	violent	
crime	was	celebrity	gossip	columns.	Light-hearted	news	reports	about	celebrities	and	figures	
of	note	provided	titillation	and	a	welcome	relief	from	everyday	life.	Since	official	crime	
figures	levelled	out	in	the	interwar	period	and	the	predicted	post-war	and	post-economic	
Depression	crime	wave	did	not	materialise,	newspaper	editors	had	no	need	to	warn	and	
scare	their	readers	about	an	upsurge	in	crime.		
	
Number	of	Newspapers	 Number	of	Cases	
1	 22	
2	 14	
3	 16	
4	 11	
5	 9	
6	 3	
7	 0	
Total	Number	of	Cases	 75	
Table	4.12:	The	number	of	newspapers	which	reported	on	each	case,	1930-1939	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
																																																									
616	See	A.	Brown,	‘Crime,	Criminal	Mobility	and	Serial	Offenders	in	Early	Twentieth	Century	Britain’,	
Contemporary	British	History,	25	(2011),	pp.	551-568.	
617	Ibid.,	p.	29.	
618	Ibid.,	p.	29.	
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Number	of	Articles	 Number	of	Cases	
1	 16	
2	 13	
3	 9	
4	 7	
5	 9	
6	 5	
7	 3	
8	 2	
9	 2	
10	 1	
11	 1	
12	 0	
13	 0	
14	 0	
15	 2	
16	 1	
17	 0	
18	 0	
19	 2	
20	 0	
21	 0	
22	 2	
Total	Number	of	Cases	 75	
Table	4.13:	The	number	of	articles	found	per	case,	1930-1939	
	
	
Total	Number	of	Article	Lines	 Number	of	Cases	
Fewer	than	10	 1	
10-19	 10	
20-29	 6	
30-39	 8	
40-49	 7	
50-59	 3	
60-69	 3	
70-79	 2	
80-89	 1	
90-99	 1	
100-149	 8	
150-199	 6	
200-249	 7	
300-349	 2	
350-399	 1	
400-449	 1	
450-499	 3	
500-599	 1	
700-799	 1	
1000-1999	 3	
Total	Number	of	Cases	 75	
Table	4.14:	The	total	number	of	lines	per	case,	1930-1939	
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Extent	of	Reporting	by	Newspaper	
Although	the	Manchester	Guardian	and	The	Times	reported	on	the	most	number	of	cases	of	
paternal	child	killing	during	this	period	it	was	the	Daily	Express	which	published	the	most	
articles	(see	Tables	4.15	and	4.16).	The	Manchester	Guardian	and	The	Times	closely	followed	
by	the	Daily	Express	and	the	Daily	Mirror	reported	on	a	similar	amount	of	cases,	as	can	be	
seen	in	Table	4.15.	The	Sunday	Times	and	The	Observer	were	both	weekly	rather	than	daily	
newspapers	which	explains	the	low	level	of	coverage	of	the	cases.	This	was	somewhat	
different	to	the	rest	of	the	period.	Those	newspapers	which	reported	on	the	highest	number	
of	cases	tended	to	be	the	newspapers	which	produced	the	highest	amount	of	articles	about	
those	cases.	Broadsheets	and	popular	daily	newspapers	reported	on	similar	numbers	of	
cases	and,	apart	from	the	Daily	Express,	published	a	similar	number	of	articles	on	paternal	
child	killing.		
Newspaper	 Number	of	Cases	
Daily	Express	 40	
Daily	Mail	 34	
Daily	Mirror	 39	
Manchester	Guardian	 43	
The	Times	 43	
The	Observer	 4	
The	Sunday	Times	 6	
Table	4.15:	The	number	of	cases	reported	on	by	each	newspaper,	1930-1939	
	
	
Newspaper	 Number	of	Articles	
Daily	Express	 172	
Daily	Mail	 62	
Daily	Mirror	 67	
Manchester	Guardian	 79	
The	Times	 85	
The	Observer	 5	
The	Sunday	Times	 7	
Table	4.16:	The	total	number	of	articles	published	by	each	newspaper,	1930-1939	
	
	
The	newspaper	coverage	per	case	was	also	examined	according	to	the	number	of	lines	of	
text	per	article	which	can	be	seen	in	Table	4.17.	During	the	period	1930	to	1939,	cases	of	
paternal	child	killing	received	on	average	up	to	70	lines	of	text	in	newspaper	articles	(see	
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Figure	4.1	on	page	256).	In	comparison	with	the	previous	sub-samples,	newspaper	coverage	
of	paternal	child	killing	decreased	over	the	period	1930	to	1939.	This	implies	that	interest	in	
deaths	of	children	at	the	hands	of	their	fathers	diminished.	It	also	demonstrates	that	reports	
in	newspaper	articles	were	becoming	shorter.	Tabloid	journalism	encouraged	short,	snappy	
articles	and	the	size	of	newspaper	articles	was	further	restrained	by	the	amount	space	given	
to	advertisers.		
Lines	of	Text	 Number	of	Articles	
Fewer	than	10	 43	
10-19	 113	
20-29	 66	
30-39	 43	
40-49	 34	
50-59	 24	
60-69	 17	
70-79	 7	
80-89	 9	
90-99	 9	
100-149	 10	
150-199	 5	
200-249	 3	
250-299	 1	
Table	4.17:	The	number	of	lines	per	article,	1930-1939	
	
	
Table	4.18,	shows	that	most	newspaper	articles	reported	on	the	police	court	hearing	
followed	by	the	trial	verdict.	Shani	D’Cruze	et	al.	find	that	newspapers	devoted	well	over	half	
their	space	to	recording	evidence	and	witness	statements	but	around	a	third	of	their	space	
to	describing	the	action	of	the	courtroom.619	In	Table	4.18	it	can	be	seen	that	D’Cruze	et	al.’s	
hypothesis	also	applies	to	serious	crimes	as	most	articles	were	published	either	after	the	
police	court	hearing	or	after	the	verdict	was	given	at	the	assize	courts.	This	evidence	also	
refutes	Rowbotham,	Stevenson,	and	Pegg’s	contention	that	it	was	pre-trial	developments	
that	received	the	most	attention	in	the	national	newspaper	coverage.	Less	than	three	
																																																								
619	S.	D’Cruze,	B.	Godfrey,	and	D.	Cox,	‘	“The	Most	Troublesome	Woman	in	Crewe”:	Investigating	
Gender,	Sentencing	and	the	Late	Victorian	English	Lower	Courts’,	in	E.	Avdela,	S.	D’Cruze,	and	J.	
Rowbotham	(eds.),	in	Problems	of	Crime	and	Violence	in	Europe,	1780-2000:	Essays	in	Criminal	Justice	
(The	Edwin	Mellen	Press:	Lewiston,	2010),	p.	243.	
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quarters	of	the	articles	were	published	after	the	case	had	been	heard	at	the	police	court	
hearing.	
Stage	in	Criminal	Process	 Number	of	Articles	
Discovery	of	the	killing	 50	
Coroner’s	inquest	 52	
Police	court	hearing	 92	
Trial	in	progress	 64	
Trial	verdict	 86	
After	the	verdict	 42	
Table	4.18:	The	amount	of	newspaper	coverage	per	stage	in	the	criminal	process,	1930-1939	
	
	
Figure	4.1	demonstrates	how	each	of	these	individual	elements	of	reporting,	including	the	
use	of	headlines	and	sub-headlines,	were	employed	to	produce	an	article	on	paternal	child	
killing.	The	news	report	was	written	after	the	second	stage	in	the	criminal	process,	the	
coroner’s	inquest,	which	was	highlighted	in	the	sub-headline.	The	sub-headline	also	revealed	
who	the	victims	were	and,	by	inference,	who	the	alleged	perpetrator	was.	The	headline,	
meanwhile,	insinuated	that	the	sanity	of	the	accused	was	in	question	and	also	gave	a	degree	
of	sympathy	to	the	accused	and	those	involved.	The	main	body	of	the	article	further	
discussed	the	role	of	the	accused’s	mental	health	in	the	case,	with	just	about	half	of	the	
article	being	devoted	to	this,	further	indicating	the	interest	of	the	general	public	in	criminal	
culpability	and	mental	illness.	The	rest	of	the	article	discussed	other	reasons	the	father	had	
killed	his	family,	the	injuries	sustained	by	the	victims,	and	the	finding	of	the	bodies	
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Figure	4.1:	Article	of	69	lines,	The	Observer	(30	March	1930),	p.	22.	
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4.	Editorial	Devices	
This	section	examines	some	of	the	editorial	devices	employed	to	construct	the	newspaper	
articles	about	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	.	Such	devices	included	the	headlines	and	sub-
headlines	of	the	articles,	discussion	of	elements	of	the	crime,	perpetual	novelty,	
sensationalism,	and	photographs.	While	sensational	language	had	been	a	staple	of	
newspaper	reporting	from	the	late	nineteenth	century,	bold	headlines	and	columns	became	
key	design	elements	of	a	newspaper	format	that	encouraged	readers	to	pick	up	newspapers.	
There	were	changes	in	design	and	page	layout	to	make	the	newspapers	more	accessible	to	
the	reader.	In	the	chapters	examining	the	periods	1914	to	1918	and	1919	to	1929	it	was	
argued	that	the	First	World	War	changed	the	way	in	which	violent	cases	of	paternal	child	
killing	were	reported	in	the	newspapers.	Newspaper	articles	came	to	contain	less	graphic	
descriptions	of	the	wounds	sustained	by	child	victims	because	it	was	thought	to	be	
inappropriate	and	demoralising	during	the	First	World	War	and	beyond.	This	trend	
continued	into	the	1920s	but	by	the	1930s	these	brutal	accounts	reassumed	a	central	part	of	
the	newspaper	articles	on	paternal	child	killing.	
	
Headlines	and	Sub-headlines	
As	can	be	seen	in	Table	4.19,	the	majority	of	articles	used	a	specific	headline	and	63	per	cent	
of	articles	employed	sub-headlines	to	give	further	information.	Much	like	the	previous	sub-
samples,	relatively	few	of	the	cases	(5	per	cent)	were	subsumed	under	a	general	headline	
such	as	‘Crown	Court’	or	‘News	in	Brief’	which	discussed	several	cases	tried	at	one	particular	
court.	The	articles	which	were	reported	under	a	sub-headline,	or	did	not	use	either	a	
headline	or	sub-headline,	were	usually	a	filler	article	or	part	of	a	larger	section	of	the	
newspaper	reporting	on	crime	or	news	of	a	particular	locale.	Articles	that	only	used	a	sub-
headline	or	no	headline	at	all	became	less	frequent	between	1900	and	1939.	The	desire	to	
differentiate	each	newspaper	article	with	at	least	a	separate	headline	was	much	more	
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apparent.	By	using	a	separate	specific	headline	for	each	article	the	newspapers	became	
more	accessible	and	individual	cases	became	easier	to	follow.	
Type	of	Headline	 Number	of	Articles	
Specific	headline	 353	
Sub-headline	of	specific	headline	 224	
General	headline	 20	
Sub-headline	of	general	headline	 17	
Sub-headline	only	 2	
No	headline	 20	
Table	4.19:	The	breakdown	of	headlines	and	sub-headlines	of	each	article,	1930-1939	
	
	
The	content	of	headlines	and	sub-headlines	was	analysed	by	focussing	on	the	key	features	of	
their	content.	The	nine	features,	as	identified	by	their	frequency	in	the	headlines	and	sub-
headlines,	were	the	location	of	the	crime,	relationship	of	the	killer(s)	to	the	victim(s),	
punishment	received,	reference	to	murder	victim(s),	reference	to	mental	illness,	occupation	
of	the	accused,	method	of	killing,	crime	committed,	and	opinion	of	the	newspaper.	Many	of	
the	headlines	and	sub-headlines	contained	a	mixture	of	these	features,	although	some,	such	
as	location,	did	appear	alone.	The	most	common	elements	of	the	headlines	and	sub-
headlines	were	the	identities	of	the	victim(s),	the	crime	that	had	been	committed,	and	the	
relationship	of	the	accused	to	the	victim(s)	(see	Table	4.20),	a	finding	consistent	across	the	
whole	sub-sample.	In	the	newspaper	coverage	of	this	sub-sample	of	cases,	inclusion	of	the	
location	of	the	crime,	the	occupation	of	the	accused	and	descriptions	of	the	crime	
diminished	throughout	the	entire	period	and	were	not	regular	features	of	headlines	and	
sub-headlines.	In	41	per	cent	of	cases	mental	illness	was	mentioned	in	the	newspaper	
coverage	of	the	cases	but	in	only	6	per	cent	of	the	headlines	and	sub-headlines,	suggesting	
that	some	forms	of	mental	illness	were	not	newsworthy	enough	to	feature	in	a	headline.	
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Headline	and	Sub-headline	Feature	 Number	of	Headlines	and	Sub-headlines	
Location	of	the	crime	 14	
Occupation	of	accused	 3	
Crime	committed	 184	
Victim(s)	 191	
Relationship	of	accused	to	victim(s)	 169	
Punishment	 48	
Insanity	 24	
Means	of	killing	 73	
Description	of	the	crime	 37	
Table	4.20:	The	most	common	features	of	headlines	and	sub-headlines,	1930-1939	
	
	
The	final	part	of	the	headline	and	sub-headline	analysis	examines	the	language	used	in	the	
headlines.	Aside	from	the	factual	information	conveyed	in	the	headlines	and	sub-headlines	
two	linguistic	devices	stand	out	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	paternal	child	killers	in	this	
sub-sample:	reference	to	the	case	as	a	mystery,	tragedy	or	drama,	and	emotive	descriptions	
of	the	child’s	death.	Those	headlines	that	referred	to	the	child	victim	emphasised	the	youth	
of	the	child	by	describing	the	victim	as	a	‘baby’,	‘child’,	‘infant’,	or	‘boy’.	Such	descriptions	
further	underlined	the	innocence	of	the	victim	and	the	heinous	character	of	the	crimes.	
Another	way	to	stress	the	terrible	nature	of	the	crime	was	to	describe	it	as	a	‘tragedy’.	Cases	
were	referred	to	as	a	‘tragedy’	usually	with	a	preceding	adjective	such	as	‘family’,	‘domestic’,	
‘mansion’,	or	‘triple’	to	further	define	a	particular	feature	of	the	crime,	such	as	the	location	
or	number	of	victims.	Other	cases	were	referred	to	as	a	‘drama’	or	‘dramatic’	to	highlight	
that	this	instance	of	paternal	child	killing	was	particularly	newsworthy	and	to	draw	attention	
to	the	article	in	the	newspaper.	
	 Those	headlines	and	sub-headlines	which	referenced	the	sanity	of	the	paternal	child	
killer	provided	a	description	of	the	father	using	adjectives	such	as	‘insane’,	‘demented’,	
‘raving	lunatic’,	or	‘nervous’.	Other	headlines	used	descriptive	phrases	which	alluded	to	the	
sanity	of	the	father	such	as	‘kills	it	in	a	passion’,	‘mental	age	of	eight’,	‘man’s	release	from	
mental	hospital’,	‘new-moor	fear’,	‘asylum	defence’,	‘judge	and	arithmetical	test	on	sanity	
question’,	and	‘man	who	was	in	padded	cell’.	Use	of	the	these	terms	was	not	restricted	to	
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cases	in	which	the	accused	was	found	‘guilty	but	insane’	and	were	frequently	employed	
prior	to	the	case	going	to	trial,	before	any	official	medical	testimony	was	heard	on	the	
individual’s	state	of	mind.	Newspapers	often	came	to	their	own	conclusion	regarding	the	
state	of	mind	of	a	paternal	child	killer,	due	to	the	nature	of	the	crime,	lay	testimony	
pertaining	to	the	perpetrator’s	sanity,	and	the	fact	that	it	fitted	a	certain	narrative	and	
would	make	a	compelling	story.	Many	of	the	headlines	and	sub-headlines	included	the	legal	
outcome	of	the	trial	such	as	‘guilty	but	insane’	or	‘insanity	verdict	in	Herts	tragedy’.	No	
medical	terms	were	used	in	the	headlines	and	sub-headlines	in	reference	to	the	sanity	of	
paternal	child	killers	indicating	that	such	descriptions	were	less	compelling	and	less	likely	to	
be	intriguing	to	the	reader.	Phrases	such	as	‘guilty	but	insane’	were	more	understandable	
and	instantly	conveyed	the	outcome	of	the	trial	as	well	as	issues	of	responsibility.	
	
Elements	of	the	Killing		
One	of	the	central	elements	of	the	newspaper	coverage	of	paternal	child	killers	was	the	way	
in	which	the	child	was	killed	and	subsequently	died	and	this	remained	a	constant	feature	
throughout	the	entire	period	1900	to	1939.	The	most	common	method	of	killing	in	this	sub-
sample	was	of	a	physical	and	violent	character	such	as	drowning	(15	per	cent	of	cases),	
strangling	(14	per	cent	of	cases),	and	inflicting	a	head	injury	(11	per	cent	of	cases).	There	
were	also	6	per	cent	of	cases	in	which	a	less	direct	method	of	killing	caused	the	death	of	the	
child,	such	as	lack	of	medical	attention,	starvation,	and	neglect.	As	with	the	previous	sub-
samples	paternal	child	killers	used	a	range	of	weapons,	such	as	razors,	guns,	knives,	and	
hammers.	The	way	in	which	fathers	killed	their	children	did	not	change	much	over	the	40-
year	period.	Cases	of	neglect	did	diminish,	due	to	a	greater	emphasis	on	child	wellbeing,	
educating	parents,	and	public	health	measures	to	eradicate	childhood	disease,	but	violent	
means	of	killing	remained	prominent.	
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	 In	the	newspaper	coverage	of	cases	in	the	previous	two	sub-samples	(August	1914	
to	November	1918	and	1919	to	1929)	descriptions	of	how	the	child	victims	were	killed	were	
less	graphic	than	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	cases	in	the	first	sub-sample	(1900	to	July	
1914)	so	it	would	be	expected	that	descriptions	in	this	sub-sample	would	follow	this	trend.	
However,	many	of	the	descriptions	were	just	as	vivid	and	emphasised	the	violence	of	the	
acts,	as	in	the	first	sub-sample.	In	the	1930s,	there	was	a	return	to	more	graphic	accounts	of	
wounds,	although	not	with	the	same	level	as	detail	as	in	the	pre-war	period.	Clive	Emsley	
contends	that	the	twentieth	century	witnessed	an	enormous	growth	in	what	was	
permissible	for	the	media	to	report,	describe	and	show.620	However,	while	this	helps	to	
explain	why	graphic	reports	of	child	victims’	injuries	featured	regularly	in	the	newspaper	
coverage	of	paternal	child	killing	in	the	periods	1900	to	July	1914	and	1930	to	1939	it	does	
not	account	for	the	disappearance	of	these	kind	of	descriptions	between	1914	and	1929.	
Perhaps	Emsley	was	referring	more	broadly	to	the	twentieth	century	and	the	general	
relaxation	of	strict	rules	which	had	governed	polite	society	for	decades.	
	 Some	of	the	articles	depicted	graphic	attacks	such	as	a	‘large	wound	across	the	
throat,	the	windpipe	being	severed’,	‘heads	battered’,	‘terrible	injuries	to	their	heads’,	
‘blood	streaming	from	her	head’,	and	‘badly	gashed	and	their	throats	cut’.	References	to	the	
weapon	used	by	the	father	were	also	prominent	in	the	newspaper	coverage.	William	
Yeoman	shot	his	son,	and	then	‘clubbed	him	over	the	head	with	the	butt	end	of	the	weapon	
so	violently	that	the	rifle	was	shattered’.621	Andrew	Beers	‘took	an	ice-pick	and	hammered	it	
through	his	daughter’s	brain’.622	The	victims	of	Henry	Dennis,	the	local	butcher,	were	‘found	
dead	with	their	throats	cut	and	heads	battered	at	their	home’.623	In	a	further	morbid	detail	it	
was	noted	that	‘the	killing	was	done	on	parallel	lines	to	those	used	in	slaughtering	animals’	
																																																								
620	Emsley,	Crime	and	Society	in	Twentieth	Century	England,	p.	109.	
621	‘Devon	Shooting	Tragedy’,	The	Observer	(8	May	1932),	p.	19.	
622	‘Father’s	Right	to	Kill’,	The	Sunday	Times	(13	July	1930),	p.	13.	
623	‘Mother	and	Children	Found	Dead’,	Daily	Express	(12	August	1933),	p.	14.	
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and	that	‘all	of	them	were	stunned	before	they	were	killed’,	just	as	an	animal	would	be.624	
	 These	striking	descriptions	of	the	injuries	received	by	child	victims	indicate	that	
readers	enjoyed	these	salacious	details	and	that	such	descriptions	were	used	to	draw	in	
readers	to	the	articles.	With	the	passage	of	time	from	the	end	of	the	First	World	War	it	
became	once	more	acceptable	to	relay	intimate	and	gory	details	about	the	death	of	child	
victims	to	newspaper	readers.	Although	the	amount	of	space	given	to	paternal	child	killing	in	
English	national	newspapers	diminished,	in	comparison	with	the	newspaper	coverage	of	
cases	in	the	periods	1914	to	1918	and	1919	and	1929,	appetite	for	the	gory	details	
increased.	This	discrepancy	suggests	that	by	the	1930s	not	only	had	enough	time	had	passed	
for	it	to	become	acceptable	to	print	details	of	violent	crimes	but	that	journalists	had	become	
adept	at	picking	out	elements	of	a	case	guaranteed	to	interest	readers,	hence	the	inclusion	
of	graphic	details	of	wounds.	In	recognition	that	there	was	competition	from	radio	news	and	
other	national,	as	well	as	local	newspapers,	all	vying	for	reader	attention,	journalists	
enhanced	the	entertainment	aspect	of	their	newspapers.625		
	
Perpetual	Novelty	
Perpetual	novelty	took	one	of	several	forms;	an	overt	statement	that	the	incidence	was	one	
of	an	exceptional	character,	a	description	of	the	event	as	a	drama	or	a	tragedy,	or	it	was	
implicit	in	the	article.	In	all	three	instances	the	author	of	the	article	did	not	even	hint	at	the	
fact	that	there	were	numerous	other	cases	of	a	similar	nature	being	reported	in	national	
newspapers.	This	suggests	that	journalists	and	editors	consciously	wrote	about	men	killing	
their	children	as	if	this	rarely	occurred.	It	also	clearly	demonstrates	the	very	nature	of	news-
reporting	in	presenting	these	acts	as	one	of	a	kind	crimes:	to	encourage	readers	to	read	the	
article	and	come	back	to	the	newspaper	for	more	information.	The	form	perpetual	novelty	
																																																								
624	‘Triple	Murder	Charge’,	Daily	Mirror	(17	November	1933),	p.	8.	625	Rowbotham,	Stevenson	and	Pegg,	Crime	News	and	Modern	Britain,	p.	117.	
	 267	
took	changed	during	the	period	1900	to	1939.	In	the	first	sub-sample	the	exceptional	nature	
of	the	crime	was	emphasised	and	in	the	later	sub-samples	the	dramatic	or	tragic	nature	of	
the	case	was	highlighted.	Phrases	such	as	‘there	has	been	a	fourth	death	in	connection	with	
the	recent	domestic	tragedy’	or	‘a	mother’s	terrible	story	of	the	death	of	her	only	child’	
were	more	common	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	this	sub-sample	rather	than	exaggerated	
descriptions	of	how	exceptional	the	crime	was.626	Over-the-top	proclamations	about	the	
exceptional	nature	of	a	particular	crime,	which	drew	on	the	traditions	of	Victorian	
melodrama,	were	becoming	out-dated.	Instead	clearly	defined,	bold	headlines,	short	and	
snappy	articles,	and	graphic	descriptions	of	child	victims	were	used	instead	of	dramatic	
language.	
	
Sensationalism	and	Public	Reaction	
This	section	examines	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	which	noticeably	attracted	more	
newspaper	coverage	than	the	average	case	as	well	as	cases	which	provoked	a	reaction	from	
the	public.	As	John	Carter	Wood	argues	the	1920s	and	1930s	were	a	golden	age	for	press	
spectacles	due	to	increasing	literacy,	advances	in	printing	technology,	and	expanding	
consumer	opportunities	that	gave	newspapers	unprecedented	social,	political	and	economic	
influence.627	However,	it	was	in	the	first	sub-sample	of	cases	in	which	the	most	sensational	
cases	can	be	found.	Sensational	cases	were	not	just	those	that	received	the	most	newspaper	
attention	but	depended	on	perceptions	of	normality.	These	cases	were	not	the	most	violent	
or	gory	but	they	all	had	elements	of	the	unusual	and	shocking	about	them.	These	cases	
demonstrate	that	sensationalism	in	this	period	was	the	result	of	an	element	of	the	unusual	
as	well	as	the	newspapers	themselves	creating	excitement	around	them.	The	three	cases	
under	discussion	in	this	section	all	received	attention	for	very	different	reasons.																																																									
626	‘Fourth	Death’,	Manchester	Guardian	(5	June	1930),	p.	7	and	‘Child’s	Death	on	Christmas	Day’,	
Manchester	Guardian	(30	December	1930),	p.	6.	
627		J.	Carter	Wood,	“The	Most	Remarkable	Woman	in	England”:	Poison,	Celebrity	and	the	Trials	of	
Beatrice	Pace	(Manchester	University	Press:	Manchester,	2012),	p.	68.	
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	 One	of	the	cases	that	received	a	lot	of	newspaper	coverage	was	that	of	George	
Kitchen,	who	was	charged	with	the	murder	of	his	son	by	shooting	him.	Kitchen	claimed	that	
he	did	not	shoot	his	son	but	that	his	dog,	Prince,	knocked	the	gun	causing	it	to	fire.	Prince	
was	described	as	‘a	strong	dog,	inclined	to	get	excited’,	providing	evidence	of	how	the	dog	
was	likely	to	make	the	gun	go	off.628	Suspicion	was	raised	by	Kitchen’s	story,	however,	as	he	
was	seen	running	from	the	scene,	and	he	and	his	son	were	reportedly	‘not	always	on	good	
terms’.629	Further,	the	lawyer	for	the	prosecution	contended	that	‘the	gun	could	only	have	
been	discharged	by	human	agency’.630	At	Kitchen’s	trial	his	dog	was	brought	to	the	Old	
Bailey	as	a	‘witness’	which	excited	attention	in	the	newspaper	coverage.631	Kitchen’s	version	
of	events	was	believed	and	he	was	eventually	acquitted	with	the	Daily	Mail	commenting	
that	the	whole	case	was	‘pure	speculation’.632	Interest	and	intrigue	in	this	case	was	evidently	
aroused	because	a	dog	was	accused	of	the	crime.	After	Kitchen’s	acquittal	there	were	
several	newspaper	articles	which	reported	that	there	had	been	inquiries	from	the	public	
about	buying	Prince.		
	 Another	case	which	received	a	significant	amount	of	newspaper	coverage	was	that	
of	Thomas	Davidson,	who	was	charged	with	the	murder	of	his	son.	His	seven-year-old	boy	
went	missing	on	21	December	1933,	although	it	appears	that	an	inquiry	into	his	
disappearance	was	not	launched	for	another	eight	months.	Davidson	himself	claimed	at	the	
Police	Court	hearing	that	he	pushed	his	son	into	a	canal	and	then	buried	the	body	in	a	
‘burning	refuse	dump’	which,	according	to	the	police,	would	have	‘obliterated	any	trace	of	
the	child’s	body’.633	An	appeal	for	information	regarding	the	missing	boy	was	broadcast	on	
behalf	of	Scotland	Yard	but	Davidson’s	trial	proceeded	without	a	body.	Davidson	was	found	
guilty	of	the	child’s	murder	and	was	sentenced	to	death.	Because	there	was	no	body,	and																																																									
628	‘Smallholder	Found	Shot’,	The	Times	(27	January	1932),	p.	6.	
629	‘Mystery	of	Who	Fired	a	Gun’,	Daily	Mail	(27	January	1932),	p.	6.	
630	‘Smallholder	Found	Shot’,	The	Times	(27	January	1932),	p.	6.	
631	‘Dog	as	Witness’,	Daily	Mail	(12	April	1932),	p.	9.	
632	‘Jury	Stop	Case’,	Daily	Mail	(13	April	1932),	p.	16.	
633	‘Murder	Trial	With	No	Body’,	Manchester	Guardian	(19	September	1934),	p.	6.	
	 269	
therefore	no	evidence,	there	was	‘keen	discussion’	at	the	Old	Bailey	and	among	legal	
authorities,	a	detail	relayed	by	the	press.634	A	letter	was	even	printed	in	the	Daily	Mail	about	
the	legality	of	charging	Davidson	with	the	murder	of	his	son	without	the	body	being	
recovered.635	The	author	of	the	letter,	J.	C.	Mortimer,	cited	Hale’s	Rule,	written	by	Lord	Chief	
Justice	Sir	Matthew	Hale	in	1671,	in	which	he	stated	‘I	would	never	convict	any	person	of	
murder	or	manslaughter,	unless	the	fact	were	proved	to	be	done,	or	at	least	the	body	found	
dead’.636	The	letter	concluded	with	the	comment	that	Davidson’s	trial	‘proves	that	there	can	
be	sufficient	evidence	to	convince	a	jury	of	a	person’s	guilt	outside	of	Hale’s	conditions’.637	
Davidson	appealed	against	his	sentence	in	the	Court	of	Criminal	Appeal	but	his	appeal	was	
dismissed.	Possibly	because	of	the	controversy	the	case	created,	the	Home	Secretary	
advised	the	King	to	reprieve	Davidson	and	his	sentence	was	commuted	to	penal	servitude	
for	life.638	
	 The	final	selected	case	to	catch	the	attention	of	the	public	and	the	newspapers	was	
that	of	James	Bellwood,	who	was	accused	of	throwing	his	daughter	from	a	moving	train.	His	
daughter	was	found	dead	on	a	train	line	with	head	injuries	and	Bellwood	was	charged	with	
her	murder.639	Bellwood	claimed	that	his	daughter	fell	out	of	the	train	after	playing	with	the	
door	handle	while	he	was	looking	through	the	opposite	window.	The	train	carriage	door	
from	which	the	child	fell	was	even	brought	into	court	so	that	the	judge	and	jury	could	see	
how	it	opened.	Newspaper	journalists	and	editors	seemed	determined	to	paint	Bellwood	as	
a	guilty	man.	Several	articles	referred	to	his	lack	of	employment	as	well	as	his	unhappy	
relationship	with	his	wife,	providing	motives	as	to	why	he	would	carry	out	such	a	crime.	His	
unemployment	was	never	viewed	sympathetically	indicating	that	there	were	some	
circumstances	under	which	unemployment,	even	as	the	result	of	the	economic	Depression,																																																									
634	‘Death	Sentence	But	No	Body’,	Daily	Mail	(19	September	1934),	p.	11.	
635	‘Murder	Without	a	Body’,	Daily	Mail	(17	October	1934),	p.	12.	
636	Ibid.,	p.	12.	
637	Ibid.,	p.	12.	
638	‘Murderer	Reprieved’,	Daily	Mirror	(26	October	1934),	p.	8.	
639	‘Father	Charged	With	Murder’,	Manchester	Guardian	(23	March	1934),	p.	9.	
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would	not	provoke	a	friendly	reaction	from	the	public.	This	was	also	evident	in	an	editorial	
written	by	James	Douglas	for	the	Daily	Express	which	suggested	that	Bellwood	had	
committed	the	crime	and	that	those	witnesses	who	testified	in	Bellwood’s	favour	did	so	
because	they	pitied	him.640	Douglas	wrote	‘in	this	dreadful	case	the	misery	of	the	father	was	
put	forward	as	a	motive	for	the	murder	of	the	child	he	had	loved	and	nursed’.641	Because	
Bellwood	and	his	wife	were	not	living	together,	he	was	out	of	work,	and	he	was	burdened	
with	the	care	of	his	little	child,	he	was	regarded	as	a	potential	murderer.	These	were	usually	
factors	which	provoked	sympathy	in	the	general	public,	underlining	how	no	two	cases	of	
paternal	child	killing	were	viewed	in	the	same	way.	His	version	of	events	was,	however,	
believed	and	he	was	found	not	guilty	and	was	discharged.	
	
Inclusion	of	Images	
In	the	newspaper	coverage	of	this	sub-sample	there	were	twenty-one	images,	all	of	which	
were	photographs,	accompanying	articles	or	alongside	a	piece	of	text	(see	Table	4.21).	In	95	
per	cent	of	the	photographs	in	this	sub-sample	the	subject	was	personal.	Only	one	
photograph	was	coded	as	institutional,	that	of	a	judge	who	presided	over	one	of	the	
paternal	child	killer’s	trial	(see	Table	4.22).642	The	judge	in	question,	Justice	McCardie,	was	
quite	a	controversial	English	judge	known	for	his	‘judicial	creativity’	and	his	belief	that	the	
law	must	move	with	the	times.643	Of	those	photographs	coded	as	personal	47	per	cent	were	
pictures	of	the	offender,	38	per	cent	were	pictures	of	the	victim,	and	in	the	final	13	per	cent	
the	picture	was	of	a	family	member	(and	in	one	case	the	family	pet).	Claire	Wardle	also	finds	
																																																								
640	James	Douglas	was	a	British	newspaper	editor,	author	and	critic	who	edited	the	Sunday	Express	
until	1931.	
641	‘The	Man	Who	Was	Saved	By	Kindness’,	Daily	Express	(10	May	1934),	p.	12.	
642	See	the	‘Methodology’	chapter	for	a	discussion	as	to	how	the	images	were	coded,	p.	64.	In	each	
category	an	open-ended	sub-category	of	‘other’	was	included	for	pictures	which	did	not	fit	into	the	
other	sub-categories.	For	those	coded	as	personal	this	included	a	photograph	of	a	dog,	and	a	picture	
of	a	mother	and	father	with	their	victim.	
643	A.	Lentin,	Mr	Justice	McCardie	(1869-1933):	Rebel,	Reformer,	and	Rogue	Judge	(Cambridge	
Scholars	Publishing:	Newcastle,	2016),	p.	2.	
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that	there	was	an	overwhelming	reliance	on	personal	images	during	the	1930s.644	In	the	
newspaper	coverage	of	cases	in	this	sub-sample	45	per	cent	of	all	photographs	were	
published	in	the	Daily	Mirror,	36	per	cent	were	printed	in	the	Daily	Express,	and	18	per	cent	
were	printed	in	the	Daily	Mail	(see	Table	4.23).	This	is	not	surprising	given	that	the	Daily	
Mirror	branded	itself	as	an	illustrated	paper,	after	its	brief	hiatus	as	a	women’s	paper,	and	
the	Daily	Mail	and	the	Daily	Express	were	both	characterised	by	human-interest	stories.	
Placement	in	Newspaper	 Total	Number	
Accompanies	article	 18	
In	picture	gallery	section	 1	
Separate	to	article	 0	
Picture	only	 2	
Front	cover	 0	
Table	4.21:	Placement	of	image	in	the	newspaper	coverage,	1930-1939	
	
Subject	of	Visual	 Sub-Category	of	the	Image	 Total	Number	
Offender(s)	 7	
Victim(s)	 10	
Family	 2	
Personal	
		
		
		 Other	 2	
Offender	in	prison	 0	
Offender	with	policeman	 0	
Offender	in	court	 0	
Police	 0	
Judge	 0	
Lawyer	 0	
Institutional	
		
		
		
		
		
		 Other	 0	
Location	of	crime	 0	
Home	of	victim	 0	
Home	of	offender	 0	
Environmental	
		
		
		 Other	 0	
Table	4.22:	Subjects	and	sub-categories	of	the	images	used	in	the	newspaper	coverage,	1930-1939	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
																																																									
644	C.	Wardle,	‘Monster	and	Angels:	Visual	Press	Coverage	of	Child	Murders	in	the	USA	and	UK,	1930-
2000’,	Journalism,	8	(2007),	p.	268.	
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Newspaper	 Total	Number	
Daily	Express	 8	
Daily	Mail	 4	
Daily	Mirror	 9	
The	Manchester	Guardian	 0	
The	Times	 0	
The	Observer	 0	
The	Sunday	Times	 0	
Table	4.23:	Total	number	of	images	per	newspaper,	1930-1939	
	
Many	of	the	photographs	relating	to	cases	in	the	whole	sample	in	which	the	alleged	
perpetrators	were	depicted	were	formal	head-shots	in	which	the	father	was	smartly	
dressed.	They	don’t	look	threatening	or	even	capable	of	murdering	their	child.	A	good	
example	of	this	is	a	photograph	used	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	Peter	Tennant	(see	
Figure	4.2)	who	murdered	his	two	children	before	committing	suicide.	In	the	photograph	
Tennant	is	dressed	in	his	army	uniform,	his	hair	is	slicked	back,	and	he	appears	to	be	at	
work.	Contrasted	with	that	image	is	the	photograph	used	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	
James	Bellwood	(see	Figure	4.3).	The	photograph	of	Bellwood	is	taken	straight	on	and	shows	
only	his	face,	much	like	a	police	mugshot.	Despite	maintaining	that	his	daughter	fell	out	of	a	
train	carriage	due	to	a	faulty	door,	journalists	were	intent	on	depicting	Bellwood	as	a	guilty	
man	(see	Page	269).	Several	articles	referred	to	his	lack	of	employment	as	well	as	his	
unhappy	relationship	with	his	wife,	providing	motives	as	to	why	he	would	carry	out	such	a	
crime.		
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Figure	4.2:	Photograph	of	Peter	Tennant,	Daily	Mirror	(19	September	1935),	p.	3.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Figure	4.3:	Photograph	of	James	Bellwood,	Daily	Express	(10	May	1934),	p.	13.	
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5.	Understandings	of	Mental	Illness	
The	final	section	of	this	chapter	examines	the	way	in	which	the	sanity	of	paternal	child	killers	
in	this	sub-sample	was	represented	in	the	newspaper	coverage.	This	section	looks	at	
personal	accounts	of	mental	breakdown,	lay	evidence,	the	testimony	of	medical	experts,	
and	legal	understandings,	as	well	as	medical	and	non-physical	causes	of	mental	illness.	
Newspaper	accounts	of	paternal	child	killing	allow	access	to	a	range	of	different	
understandings	of	mental	illness	and	criminal	culpability.	They	also	demonstrate	how	
newspapers	selected	evidence	relating	to	mental	illness	and	criminal	culpability	and	how	
this	was	presented	for	readers	to	understand.	In	41	per	cent	of	cases	the	mental	health	of	
the	accused	was	mentioned	in	the	newspaper	reports.	This	refers	to	the	individual	alluding	
to	some	form	of	mental	illness,	witness	testimony	on	the	individual’s	mental	wellbeing,	
invocation	of	the	insanity	plea	at	trial,	and	medical	testimony	on	the	individual’s	sanity.	
Conversely,	in	only	5	per	cent	of	cases	in	the	sub-sample	the	explanation,	as	reported	by	the	
newspapers,	was	said	to	be	a	breakdown	in	mental	health.	In	comparison	with	the	previous	
sub-samples	this	is	a	much	smaller	percentage,	especially	when	compared	with	the	number	
of	men	found	guilty	but	insane.	
	 Trial	transcripts	from	the	Old	Bailey	are	not	available	for	the	period	1930	to	1939	
but	insights	made	in	the	third	chapter	for	the	period	1900	to	1913	can	be	applied	to	this	
chapter.	Analysis	of	the	Old	Bailey	trial	transcripts	revealed	that	journalists	selected	the	
evidence	given	by	medical	experts	based	on	whether	it	would	be	understandable	to	a	
general	readership.	Medical	evidence	was	selectively	reported	in	the	newspapers	and	
usually	consisted	of	whether	the	medical	expert	thought	the	accused	was	insane	at	the	time	
of	the	crime.	The	analysis	also	showed	that	journalists	did	not	always	include	medical	
evidence	in	the	newspaper	articles	despite	at	least	one	expert	testifying	on	the	subject.	
Although	journalists	did	not	record	verbatim	the	testimony	of	medical	experts	in	the	
newspaper	articles,	what	they	did	include	was	just	as	revealing.	In	the	newspaper	coverage	
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of	cases	in	this	sub-sample	in	which	the	defendant’s	mental	health	was	in	question,	more	
space	was	given	to	the	testimony	of	medical	experts	than	in	the	first	sub-sample	covering	
the	period	1900	to	July	1914.		
	 In	the	early-	to	mid-twentieth	century,	attempts	were	made	by	medical	
professionals	to	remove	the	stigma	from	mental	illness	and	prevent	the	onset	of	chronic	
forms	of	mental	illness.	The	1930	Mental	Treatment	Act	included	provision	for	voluntary	
treatment,	outpatient	work	and	the	abolition	of	older	terminology,	such	as	replacing	
‘asylum’	with	‘mental	hospital’.645	It	did	not	repeal	the	1890	Lunacy	Act	but	provided	
another	system	to	parallel	it.	The	1920s	and	1930s	also	saw	the	development	of	concepts	of	
mental	illness	which	posited	immediate	personal,	economic	and	social	circumstances	as	the	
key	to	understanding	breakdowns	in	mental	health.	However,	Mathew	Thomson	claims	that	
although	the	First	World	War	challenged	existing	assumptions	about	the	polarity	between	
insanity	and	health,	the	idea	that	breakdowns	in	mental	health	were	related	to	a	weak	
mental	or	physical	constitution	persisted.646	Further,	Janet	Weston	contends	that	although	
psychological	strands	of	thought	were	accepted	by	some	medical	professionals,	these	
accompanied	rather	than	took	over	from	biological	approaches.647	Hereditarian	views	of	
mental	illness	exerted	a	continued	influence	on	psychiatric	diagnoses	into	the	early	
twentieth	century.648	As	in	the	previous	sub-samples	physical	causes	as	well	as	personal,	
social	and	economic	factors	were	highlighted	as	having	had	an	impact	on	the	defendant’s	
mental	health.	This	was	not	new	to	the	1930s.	It	had	long	been	recognised	by	lay	witnesses,	
medical	experts,	legal	professionals,	and	paternal	child	killers	themselves	that	breakdowns	
in	mental	health	were	caused	by	a	range	of	factors,	not	all	of	them	physical.	
																																																									
645	Walke,	‘Repute	and	Remedy’,	p.	16.	
646	M.	Thomson,	Psychological	Subjects:	Identity,	Culture,	and	Health	in	Twentieth	Century	Britain	
(Oxford	University	Press:	Oxford,	2006),	p.	185.	
647	J.	Weston,	Medicine,	The	Penal	System	and	Sexual	Crimes	in	England,	1919-1960s:	Diagnosing	
Deviance	(Bloomsbury	Academic:	London,	2018),	p.	60.	
648	Walke,	‘Repute	and	Remedy’,	p.	36.	
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Personal	Accounts	of	Breakdowns	in	Mental	Health	
Paternal	child	killers	provided	testimony	on	their	own	state	of	mind	both	in	the	build	up	to	
killing	their	children	and	during	the	act	through	statements	to	the	police	at	the	scene	of	the	
crime	or	at	the	police	station,	conversations	with	medical	experts	whilst	awaiting	trial,	or	to	
their	lawyer.	Their	thoughts	indicate	how	they	viewed	their	own	state	of	mind	at	the	time	
they	killed	their	children	and	how	they	wanted	their	actions	to	be	perceived.	Such	
defendants	might	have	been	aware	that	telling	a	particular	kind	of	story	about	their	mental	
health	was	likely	to	generate	sympathy	both	in	the	press	and	during	their	trials.	Many	
emphasised	the	sudden	nature	of	their	actions	and	their	inability	to	control	their	behaviour.	
One	father,	Herbert	Stokes,	claimed	that	he	‘must	have	lost	[his]	head’	when	he	murdered	
his	son.	Sidney	Strand	said	that	‘a	passion	came	over	[him]’	when	he	killed	his	son	and	that	
he	couldn’t	remember	what	happened.649	Similarly,	Herbert	Duffin	claimed	that	‘something	
came	over	him’	and	that	‘he	had	no	intention	of	doing	any	harm	to	the	child’.650	Andrew	
Beers,	however,	alleged	that	he	killed	his	daughter	due	to	‘an	irresistible	impulse’	and	that	
he	could	not	‘control’	himself,	employing	medico-legal	jargon	to	describe	his	actions.651		
	 These	personal	accounts	also	highlighted	circumstances	fathers	attributed	to	their	
breakdown	in	mental	health.	Herbert	Duffin	asserted	that	he	was	‘absolutely	fed	up	with	
life’	and	he	wished	the	‘Germans	had	shot	[his]	head	off	instead	of	[his]	arm’.652	Although	it	
was	not	revealed	why	he	was	‘fed	up’	with	his	life,	his	phrasing	suggests	that	he	may	have	
been	feeling	suicidal.	His	desire	to	have	been	killed	during	the	First	World	War	and	reference	
to	his	army	service	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	this	case	implies	that	life	for	Duffin	post-
war	may	have	been	a	struggle.	Walter	Howick	claimed	he	was	consumed	with	the	idea	of	
killing	his	son	because	he	had	been	out	of	work	for	ten	months	and	he	was	bereaved	due	to																																																									
649	‘Father	on	Murder	Charge’,	Manchester	Guardian	(21	June	1930),	p.	13	and	‘Father	Accused’,	Daily	
Mirror	(12	June	1930),	p.	24.	
650	‘Crown	Court’,	Manchester	Guardian	(9	May	1933),	p.	6.	
651	‘	“Mercy	Murder”	by	Father’,	Daily	Mail	(14	July	1930),	p.	12.	
652	‘Crown	Court’,	Manchester	Guardian	(9	May	1933),	p.	6.	
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the	death	of	another	child	a	year	prior	to	the	crime.	Both	Duffin	and	Howick’s	testimony,	
and	its	inclusion	in	the	newspaper	coverage,	demonstrated	an	awareness	that	circumstances	
outside	of	an	individual’s	control	had	adverse	and	unforeseen	effects.	
	 Although	both	Stokes	and	Strand	used	more	colloquial	expressions	to	describe	their	
state	of	mind	at	the	time	they	killed	their	children,	most	of	the	personal	accounts	betray	a	
more	legalistic	understanding	of	responsibility	for	their	actions,	implying	that	their	accounts	
had	been	mediated	through	their	lawyers	during	their	trials.	By	claiming	that	they	either	did	
not	know	what	they	were	doing	or	why	they	were	doing	it,	their	accounts	addressed	the	
McNaughtan	Rules.653	Paternal	child	killers	did	not	interpret	their	state	of	mind	at	the	time	
of	the	crimes	in	medical	terms	but	favoured	a	legal	perspective,	presumably	because	this	
was	thought	to	have	more	sway	with	the	jury	and	judge	in	bringing	about	a	finding	of	guilty	
but	insane.	Newspaper	journalists	focused	on	the	personal,	social,	and	economic	factors	
paternal	child	killers	ascribed	to	their	breakdown	in	mental	health,	reflecting	wider	changes	
regarding	the	cause	of	mental	illness.	For	the	reader	these	individual	circumstances	
pinpointed	the	cause	of	mental	illness,	replacing	the	physical	indicators	previously	ascribed	
to	breakdowns	in	mental	health.	
	
Lay	Evidence	
Neighbours,	policemen,	family	members,	and	friends	of	a	paternal	child	killer	provided	
evidence,	either	at	trial	or	to	the	journalist	reporting	on	the	case,	on	his	mental	state	prior	
to	killing	his	child	or	immediately	after.	Character	witnesses	were	vital	to	insanity	trials	
because	they	supplied	examples	of	supposedly	insane	behaviour	and	long-standing	mental	
health	problems.654	Testimony	given	by	lay	witnesses	on	the	mental	health	of	paternal	child	
killers	focussed	on	physical	changes,	behaviours,	and	symptoms.	As	with	the	previous	sub-																																																								
653	For	a	discussion	of	the	McNaughtan	Rules	see	the	‘Literature	Review’	chapter,	Footnote	150.	
654	J.	Eigen,	Witnessing	Insanity:	Madness	and	Mad-Doctors	in	the	English	Court	(Yale	University	Press:	
New	Haven,	1995),	p.	24.	
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samples,	lay	portrayals	of	a	paternal	child	killer’s	mental	health	could	be	broad	and	often	
consisted	of	short	descriptions,	such	as	‘seemed	to	be	demented’,	‘strange	in	his	manner’,	
‘strange,	excitable	disposition’,	‘very	excited’,	‘nervous	and	agitated’,	and	‘vacant’.655	In	one	
description,	a	relieving	officer	who	had	known	Joseph	Millard	for	over	two	years	said	that	
although	he	was	‘morose	and	sullen’,	he	would	not	regard	him	as	a	‘mental	case’.656	No	
further	details	were	given	in	the	newspaper	coverage	intimating	that	newspaper	editors	
assumed	their	readers	had	basic	knowledge	of	what	a	‘mental	case’	looked	like.657	
	 Those	accounts	that	did	not	rely	upon	physical	indicators	highlighted	the	role	
personal	circumstances	were	thought	to	play	in	the	breakdown	of	mental	health.	In	an	
attempt	to	find	any	plausible	explanation	for	the	crime,	old	head	injuries,	wounds,	and	
illnesses	were	used	as	evidence	as	to	why	the	accused	suffered	a	mental	breakdown.	Charles	
Whiting’s	father	thought	that	a	possible	explanation	for	his	son’s	murder	of	his	family	lay	in	
a	wound	Whiting	received	during	the	Battle	of	Jutland	that	had	caused	him	to	suffer	from	
continual	headaches.658	Headaches	were	not	a	visible	affliction	so	it	can	be	assumed	that	
Whiting	himself	had	complained	to	his	father	about	his	headaches	for	nearly	twenty	years	
and	perhaps	had	a	fear	that	his	headaches	were	a	sign	of	something	more	sinister.	In	a	
similar	vein	Topley	Dexter’s	mother	stated	that	her	son	had	had	a	fall	three	years	prior	to	
killing	his	two	children	and	that	his	mental	health	had	become	significantly	worse	as	a	
result.659	In	the	newspaper	coverage	of	cases	in	the	previous	three	sub-samples,	testimony	
given	by	lay	witnesses	on	the	mental	health	of	paternal	child	killers	solely	concentrated	on	
physical	indicators	of	mental	illness.	By	the	1930s	journalists	also	included	evidence	
regarding	personal,	social	and	economic	factors	that	could	have	caused	mental	illness,																																																									
655	‘Charge	of	Murdering	Wife	and	Children’,	The	Times	(31	May	1932),	p.	10	and	‘Crown	Court’,	
Manchester	Guardian	(9	May	1933),	p.	6.	
656	‘Insane	Murderer	Inquiry’,	Daily	Mirror	(14	December	1933),	p.	9.	
657	Millard’s	case	also	highlights	another	official	who	had	knowledge	of	people	with	a	mental	health	
problem.	Relieving	officers	were	responsible	for	administering	relief	to	the	poor	who	were	likely	to	
have	been	those	with	mental	health	issues.	
658	‘Jutland	Wound	Tragedy’,	Daily	Mail	(6	March	1936),	p.	11.	
659	‘Triple	Murder	Charge’,	The	Times	(26	July	1939),	p.	11.	
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broadly	mirroring	changes	in	medical	thinking	concerning	both	the	role	of	biological	and	
socio-economic	factors	in	the	maintenance	of	mental	health.	
	
The	Testimony	of	Medical	Experts	 	
A	total	of	twenty-two	medical	experts	were	reported	to	have	testified	at	the	trials	of	ten	
paternal	child	killers	in	this	sub-sample,	and	one	piece	of	‘medical	testimony’	from	an	
unnamed	expert	was	also	cited	(sees	Table	4.24	and	4.25).	However,	as	Table	4.26	shows,	it	
was	not	always	reported	that	medical	evidence	was	given	in	every	trial,	even	when	the	
outcome	was	‘guilty	but	insane’.	This	calls	into	question	the	extent	to	which	medical	experts	
were	relied	upon	to	make	a	judgement	about	a	defendant’s	sanity	and	the	extent	to	which	
their	testimony	was	required	in	order	for	a	defendant	to	be	found	insane.	It	is	conceivable	
that	a	verdict	of	guilty	but	insane	could	have	been	reached	without	testimony	by	a	medical	
expert.	Tony	Ward	states	that	there	was	no	legal	requirement	for	medical	evidence	in	order	
to	establish	that	a	defendant	was	insane	but	it	was	rare	for	the	issue	to	be	raised	without	
medical	evidence	and	even	rarer	for	it	to	be	raised	successfully.660	However,	as	has	been	
argued	in	the	previous	three	chapters,	just	because	medical	testimony	was	not	reported	in	
the	newspaper	articles	does	not	mean	medical	evidence	was	not	given	at	the	trials	of	other	
men	in	this	sub-sample.	Journalists	did	not	include	all	pieces	of	medical	testimony	given	
during	a	trial	in	their	accounts	of	proceedings	and	highly	edited	the	content	of	that	which	
they	did	report.	It	demonstrates	that	inclusion	of	medical	testimony	in	the	newspaper	
coverage	was	not	always	thought	necessary	to	the	narrative	constructed	in	the	newspaper	
article.	
	
	
																																																									
660	T.	Ward,	‘Psychiatry	and	Criminal	Responsibility	in	England,	1843-1939’	(Unpublished	PhD	Thesis:	
De	Montford	University	Leicester,	1996),	p.	61.	
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Number	of	Medical	Experts	Reported	to	
Have	Testified	
Number	of	Cases	
1	 3	
2	 2	
3	 2	
4	 1	
5	 1	
Unspecified	 1	
Total	 10	
Table	4.24:	Number	of	medical	experts	reported	to	have	testified,	1930-1939	
	
Verdict	 Number	of	Cases	
Guilty	of	murder	 1	
Guilty	of	murder	but	insane	 7	
Insane,	unfit	to	plead	 2	
Total	 10	
Table	4.25:	Verdict	of	cases	in	England	and	Wales	in	which	medical	testimony	was	given	on	an	
individual’s	sanity,	1930-1939	
	
	
		
																																Number	of	Cases	
		
Punishment	
Medical	Testimony	
Reported	
No	Medical	Testimony	
Reported	
Death,	outcome	unknown	 	1	 3	
Death,	execution	carried	out	 	0	 2	
Death,	commuted	to	penal	
servitude	for	life	 	0	 2	
Ordered	to	be	detained	during	his	
Majesty's	pleasure	 9	 9	
7	years	penal	servitude	 	0	 1	
5	years	penal	servitude	 	0	 1	
2	years	imprisonment	 	0	 1	
18	months	imprisonment	 	0	 1	
1	year	imprisonment	 	0	 1	
1	year	in	the	second	division	 	0	 1	
Bound	over	for	1	year	 	0	 1	
11	months	imprisonment	 	0	 1	
3	months	imprisonment	 	0	 1	
16	days	imprisonment	which	
meant	immediate	release	 	0	 1	
12	days	imprisonment	which	
meant	immediate	release	 	0	 1	
Discharged	 	0	 10	
Total	 10	 37	
Table	4.26:	The	outcomes	of	trials	according	to	punishment	and	reported	medical	testimony	in	cases	in	
which	insanity	was	invoked,	1930-1939	
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The	medical	experts	who	testified	on	the	mental	health	of	paternal	child	killers	in	this	sub-
sample	had	similar	occupations	to	those	in	the	first	three	sub-samples	(see	Table	4.27).	
None	of	the	medical	experts	who	testified	in	the	trial	of	one	paternal	child	killer	were	
reported	to	have	testified	at	the	trial	of	another	man	in	the	sub-sample	so	there	was	no	
opportunity	to	compare	the	outcomes	of	trials	in	which	the	same	medical	expert	gave	
evidence.	Additionally,	the	information	concerning	whether	the	medical	expert	testified	for	
the	defence	or	prosecution	or	even	whether	the	medical	expert	conclusively	thought	that	
the	defendant	was	sane	or	not	was	sparsely	reported	in	the	newspaper	coverage.	
Title	of	Medical	Expert	 Number	Reported	in	the	Newspaper	Coverage	
Prison	medical	officer	 5	
Asylum	medical	superintendent	 2	
Assistant	medical	officer	at	an	asylum	 2	
Doctor	 11	
Specialist	in	mental	diseases	 2	
Unidentified	 1	
Total	 23	
Table	4.27:	The	number	of	experts	referred	to	in	the	newspaper	coverage,	1930-1939	
	
	
The	standard	piece	of	medical	testimony	reported	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	paternal	
child	killers	whose	sanity	was	in	question	detailed	whether	the	expert	thought	the	
defendant	was	insane	at	the	time.	Sometimes	this	would	be	all	their	testimony	was	edited	
down	to	in	the	newspapers.	For	example	Dr	Stoddart,	a	private	practitioner	who	examined	
Leonard	Harding	whilst	he	was	being	held	at	Brixton	Prison,	came	to	the	conclusion	that	
Harding	was	insane	at	the	time	he	committed	the	crime.661	Similarly,	in	the	case	of	Topley	
Dexter,	Dr	Humphrey,	presumed	to	be	a	general	practitioner	since	his	speciality	was	not	
specified,	said	that	Dexter	was	insane	on	the	day	of	the	tragedy	and	was	still	in	that	
condition.662	Only	one	line	containing	the	most	basic	of	information	pertaining	to	the	mental	
health	of	the	paternal	child	killer	was	given	to	medical	testimony	in	the	newspaper	
coverage.																																																									
661	‘Father’s	Double	Crime’,	The	Sunday	Times	(20	November	1932),	p.	21.	
662	‘Unfit	to	Plead’,	The	Times	(10	November	1939),	p.	5.	
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	 The	McNaughtan	Rules	were	referred	to	in	the	newspapers’	edited	version	of	
medical	testimony	given	at	the	trials	of	paternal	child	killers	but	not	to	the	same	extent	as	in	
the	first	sub-sample.	In	the	newspaper	coverage	of	cases	in	the	period	1900	to	July	1914,	
journalists	focussed	heavily	on	phrases	taken	from	the	McNaughtan	Rules	used	to	judge	a	
person’s	sanity	at	the	time	of	a	crime.	By	the	1930s	journalists	seemed	to	be	much	more	
concerned	with	reporting	the	terminology	used	by	medical	experts	testifying	on	mental	
health,	particularly	regarding	the	form	of	mental	illness	the	defendant	was	thought	to	be	
suffering	from	and	the	symptoms	of	mental	illness	observed.	Greater	space	was	also	given	
to	more	detailed	pieces	of	medical	testimony.	Reader	appetite	for	medical	knowledge	about	
mental	illness	in	relation	to	criminal	culpability	increased	over	the	40-year	period.	When	
compared	with	the	amount	of	space	given	to	lay	testimony,	journalists	concentrated	more	
on	medical	evidence.	It	also	indicates	that	journalists	and	editors	assumed	their	readers	had	
a	basic	knowledge	regarding	mental	illness.	Symptoms	of	mental	illness	and	some	pieces	of	
specialist	medical	terminology	were	becoming	of	interest	to	the	everyday	person.	This	is	
reflective	of	a	modernising	society	in	which	knowledge	about	the	self	was	increasingly	
desired.		
	 Where	fuller	accounts	of	medical	experts’	testimony	were	reported	in	the	
newspaper	coverage	the	language	used	was	more	technical	and	medical,	as	in	the	third	sub-
sample	covering	the	period	1919	to	1929.	Technical	definitions	and	medical	phrasing	
replaced	colloquial	terminology	and	lay	understandings.	This	was	a	change	from	the	first	
sub-sample	in	which	medical	testimony	reflected	a	blend	of	lay	and	legal	testimony	with	few	
references	to	specific	mental	health	problems.	The	language	used,	and	types	of	mental	
illness	put	forward,	in	the	medical	testimony	in	this	sub-sample	were	not	as	wide	and	
varying	as	Joel	Eigen	describes	for	the	period	1760	to	1913.663	However,	in	the	medical	
testimony	reported	in	the	newspapers	there	was	a	definite	shift	from	lay	understandings	to																																																									
663	J.	Eigen,	Mad-Doctors	in	the	Dock:	Defending	the	Diagnosis,	1760-1913	(Johns	Hopkins	University	
Press:	Baltimore,	2016),	p.	5.	
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a	focus	on	medical	concepts.	In	the	Australian	context,	Georgina	Rychner	also	finds	that	use	
of	widely	accessible	language	used	by	medical	experts	to	describe	insanity	in	the	late	
nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries	shifted	to	professional	terminology	as	the	fields	of	
psychiatry,	psychology	and	criminology	were	consolidated	in	Australia.664		
	 The	newspaper	coverage	of	paternal	child	killers	whose	sanity	was	questioned	
demonstrated	that	there	were	conflicts	over	the	boundaries	of	medical	understandings	of	
mental	illness	in	the	testimony	of	medical	experts	themselves.	One	such	case	was	that	of	
William	Yeoman	who	murdered	his	wife	and	three	children.	Dr	Roy	Craig,	described	as	a	
mental	specialist,	stated	that	he	could	find	no	trace	of	insanity	in	Yeoman.	He	did,	however,	
believe	that	his	mental	age	was	eight	after	testing	Yeoman’s	arithmetical	capabilities	and	
finding	that	he	could	not	multiply	or	divide.665	The	judge	presiding	over	the	trial	disputed	the	
validity	of	this	comment,	noting	that	it	conveyed	nothing	on	the	question	of	insanity	as	‘a	
great	many	people…cannot	divide	or	subtract’.666	Dr	Hugh	Grierson,	the	medical	officer	of	
Brixton	Prison,	also	gave	evidence	at	Yeoman’s	trial.	In	agreement	with	Dr	Craig	he	thought	
that	Yeoman’s	‘general	manner	was	childish’.667	The	final	medical	expert	reported	to	have	
given	testimony	at	Yeoman’s	trial,	Dr	Twining,	a	private	practitioner,	described	him	as	a	
‘heavy,	mentally	defective	animal	type’.668	Whilst	the	testimony	of	Dr	Craig	and	Dr	Grierson	
hinted	at	the	possibility	of	Yeoman	being	mentally	deficient	Dr	Twining	in	no	uncertain	
terms	deemed	him	to	be	in	the	most	severe	category	of	mental	deficiency.	The	lack	of	
consensus	as	to	the	severity	of	Yeoman’s	condition	indicates	how	subjective	definitions	of	
mental	health	could	be.	
	 As	was	evident	in	the	medical	testimony	reported	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	
cases	in	the	first	and	third	sub-samples,	attempts	to	determine	a	defendant’s	state	of	mind																																																									
664	G.	Rychner,	‘Temporary	Fits,	Animal	Passions:	Insanity	in	Victorian	Capital	Trials,	1890-1935’,	
Health	and	History,	20	(2018),	p.	33.	
665	‘Shot	Family’,	Daily	Mirror	(22	June	1932),	p.	5.		
666	Ibid.,	p.	5.	
667	Ibid.,	p.	5.	
668	‘Hospital	Murder’,	Daily	Mail	(22	June	1932),	p.	12.	
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at	the	time	a	crime	was	committed,	as	well	as	their	criminal	culpability,	were	not	
straightforward.	The	lack	of	coherent	responses	to	mental	illness	can	be	seen	in	the	case	of	
Herbert	Duffin,	who	murdered	his	daughter.	One	of	the	medical	experts	who	testified	at	
Duffin’s	trial,	Dr	George	Bowman,	a	private	practitioner,	thought	that	he	murdered	his	
daughter	whilst	suffering	from	‘impulsive	insanity’	but	that	the	question	of	responsibility	
was	difficult	to	determine.669	Dr	Bowman	stated	that	all	the	‘common	characteristics’	of	
homicidal	mania	appeared	in	this	case	and	these	characteristics	were	then	listed	in	the	
newspaper	coverage	(‘no	accomplices,	an	insufficient	motive,	the	victim	his	own	child,	and	
no	attempt	to	conceal	the	particulars	of	the	crime’).670	This	was	one	of	only	a	handful	of	
cases	in	the	whole	sample	in	which	a	clear	set	of	criteria	was	articulated	by	a	medical	expert	
in	their	testimony	and	printed	in	the	newspaper	coverage.	These	criteria	give	an	insight	into	
how	the	concept	of	homicidal	mania	was	regarded	and	what	was	thought	to	be	an	indicator	
of	insanity.	However,	because	the	inclusion	of	such	detail	was	a	rare	occurrence	it	is	difficult	
to	determine	whether	this	was	a	standard	definition	widely	employed	by	medical	experts	in	
mental	illness.	
		 To	complicate	matters	further,	in	Duffin’s	case	two	more	medical	experts	gave	
conflicting	testimony	which	confirmed	the	legal	findings	of	Dr	Bowman’s	testimony	but	not	
all	of	his	medical	conclusions.	Dr	Stanley	Shannon,	medical	officer	of	Strangeways	Prison,	
testified	that	although	he	regarded	Duffin	as	‘exceedingly	unstable’	mentally,	he	had	seen	
no	‘definite	indication	of	mental	disease’.671	He	did,	however,	agree	that	Duffin	was	the	type	
of	man	who	would	act	on	impulse	and	that	this	‘insane	impulse’	was	due	to	a	‘diseased	
brain’.672	Dr	Shannon	also	agreed	with	Dr	Bowman	as	to	the	legal	implications	of	Duffin’s	
state	of	mind	and	thought	that	Duffin	knew	what	he	was	doing	but	did	not	completely	
																																																								
669	‘Crown	Court’,	Manchester	Guardian	(9	May	1933),	p.	6.	
670	Ibid.,	p.	6.	
671	Ibid.,	p.	6.	
672	Ibid.,	p.	6.	
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recognise	the	wrongfulness	of	the	action.673	The	final,	reported,	piece	of	testimony	came	
from	Dr	Alexander	Sturrock,	who	had	a	specialist	mental	health	clinic	at	Salford	Royal	
Hospital	as	well	as	a	private	practice.	He	agreed	with	Dr	Bowman	and	Dr	Shannon	that	
Duffin	had	acted	on	an	insane	impulse	and	that	he	did	not	recognise	the	quality	of	the	
crime.674	As	was	the	case	with	William	Yeoman,	the	medical	testimony	reported	in	the	
newspaper	coverage	of	Herbert	Duffin	was	probably	more	confusing	than	it	was	illuminating	
to	the	average	lay	reader	and	varied	as	to	what	type	of	mental	health	problem	the	
defendant	was	suffering	from.		
	
Legal	Understandings	
Testimony	on	the	sanity	of	paternal	child	killers	also	came	from	lawyers,	both	for	the	
defence	and	prosecution.	There	were	no	cases	in	this	sub-sample,	unlike	the	previous	sub-
samples,	in	which	the	judge’s	comments	were	included	in	the	newspaper	coverage.	Much	of	
the	legal	evidence	addressed,	unsurprisingly,	the	legal	aspects	of	the	case,	such	as	whether	
the	defendant	was	insane	at	the	time	of	the	crime	and	whether	he	knew	right	from	wrong.	
Some	lawyers	drew	on	the	individual	character	of	the	defendant	and	used	examples	of	their	
past	behaviour	to	question	whether	their	action	in	killing	their	child	could	be	deemed	
insane.	The	lawyer	for	the	prosecution	of	Joseph	Millard’s	case	said	that	the	murders	were	
committed	in	a	way	which	could	not	be	associated	with	a	man	in	sane	mind,	especially	a	
man	like	the	prisoner	who	had	‘hitherto	borne	a	good	character’.675	Similarly,	Walter	
Howick’s	defence	lawyer	questioned	whether	a	man	could	be	sane	‘who	deliberately	sets	
out	to	kill	two	of	his	own	children	whom	he	dearly	loves’.676	This	was	a	question	implicit	in	
much	of	the	newspaper	coverage	of	paternal	child	killers	since	killing	one’s	own	child	was	
not	a	‘normal’	act	to	carry	out.																																																									
673	Ibid.,	p.	6.	
674	Ibid.,	p.	6.	
675	‘Man’s	Release	from	Mental	Hospital’,	The	Times	(6	December	1933),	p.	11.	
676	‘Silk	Stocking	Saves	Father	From	Double	Charge	of	Murder’,	Daily	Express	(22	October	1935),	p.	7.	
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Physical	Causes	of	Mental	Illness		
This	section	explores	physical	causes	of	mental	illness,	as	reported	in	the	newspaper	
coverage,	of	paternal	child	killers	whose	sanity	was	in	question.	The	causes	and	
circumstances	behind	each	paternal	child	killer’s	breakdown	in	mental	health	were	never	
exactly	the	same.	Some	of	the	theories	which	were	prominent	in	the	previous	sub-samples,	
such	as	the	influence	of	hot	climates,	head	injuries,	and	heredity	insanity,	did	not	feature	in	
the	newspaper	coverage	of	this	sub-sample.	The	lack	of	reference	to	certain	causes	of	
mental	illness	may	also	have	been	due	to	the	fact	that	these	particular	causes	were	
becoming	outdated.	However,	there	were	psychological	and	somatic	disorders	which	were	
gaining	traction	in	contemporary	thinking	but	did	not	appear	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	
this	sub-sample.	Freudian	and	Jungian	theories	of	the	unconscious,	for	instance,	were	not	
referenced	in	the	newspaper	articles.	It	is	clear	that	journalists	selected	understandings	of	
mental	illness	which	they	themselves	could	comprehend	as	well	as	their	readers.	
	 The	first	concept	to	explore	is	degeneration	and	the	interlinked	category	of	mental	
deficiency.	Degeneration	was	often	seen	as	a	cause	of	mental	deficiency	which	is	why	the	
two	are	examined	together.	Despite	psychological	interpretations	and	the	growing	
importance	of	socio-economic	factors	in	explaining	breakdowns	in	mental	health,	biological	
theories	remained	central	to	some	understandings	of	mental	illness	in	the	1930s.	
Additionally,	renewed	interest	in	eugenics,	which	had	been	popular	among	some	medical	
professionals	during	the	later	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries,	helps	to	explain	the	
persistence	of	degeneration	as	an	explanation	as	to	explain	why	certain	fathers	killed	their	
children.677	
	 There	were	three	cases	in	this	sub-sample	which	drew	on	the	theory	of	
degeneration	to	explain	why	the	paternal	child	killer	acted	in	such	a	way	and	why	they	had	
had	a	breakdown	in	their	mental	health.	In	all	three	cases	it	was	reported	that	medical																																																									
677	G.	Schaffer,	Racial	Science	and	British	Society,	1930-1962	(Palgrave	Macmillan:	Basingstoke,	2008),	
p.	4.	
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experts	put	forward	these	ideas	during	the	defendant’s	trial.	All	three	of	the	medical	
experts,	reported	to	have	testified	at	the	trial	of	William	Yeoman,	made	a	comment	about	
Yeoman’s	mentality,	some	in	more	pointed	terms	than	others.678	The	second	case	in	which	
the	mentality	rather	than	the	sanity	of	the	paternal	child	killer	was	raised	was	that	of	
Herbert	Duffin.	Dr	Alexander	Sturrock,	who	had	a	mental	health	clinic	at	Salford	Royal	
Hospital	as	well	as	a	practice	in	Manchester,	said	when	he	examined	Duffin	he	found	him	
physically	normal	but	to	be	suffering	from	poor	nutrition.679	He	also	commented	that	Duffin	
had	a	‘very	high	palate’	which	he	believed	was	a	‘sign	of	a	degenerate	mental	stock’.680	A	
number	of	medical	writers	in	the	early	twentieth	century	suggested	a	link	between	mental	
aptitude	and	physical	form,	although	some	were	wary	about	drawing	firm	diagnostic	or	
prognostic	conclusions	from	the	presence	of	physical	stigmata.681		
	 Although	not	as	prevalent	in	this	sub-sample,	references	to	the	effects	of	a	previous	
illness	on	mental	health	were	made	in	the	newspaper	coverage.	It	was	not	always	explicitly	
linked	to	the	mental	health	of	the	father	nor	was	it	overtly	connected	to	their	crimes.	
However,	its	very	inclusion	in	the	newspaper	coverage	alongside	other	explanatory	factors,	
such	as	a	breakdown	in	mental	health,	suggests	that	the	three	were	related.	It	was	reported	
that	William	Yeoman	was	stated	to	be	have	been	‘ill	about	two	months’	prior	to	murdering	
his	wife	and	two	children	while	Herbert	Duffin	had	undergone	numerous	operations	from	
which	he	suffered	great	pain.682	In	only	one	case,	that	of	Charles	Howe,	was	his	illness	
unquestionably	connected	to	a	perpetrator’s	ability	to	judge	that	killing	his	child	was	against	
the	law.	Howes	himself	claimed	that	he	had	‘neuralgia	and	toothache	so	badly	that	[he]	did	
																																																								
678	For	a	full	account	of	the	medical	testimony	given	see	Page	283.	
679	‘Crown	Court’,	Manchester	Guardian	(9	May	1933),	p.	6.	
680	Ibid.,	p.	6.	
681	M.	Jackson,	‘Images	of	Deviance:	Visual	Representations	of	Mental	Defectives	in	Early	Twentieth	
Century	Medical	Texts’,	The	British	Journal	for	the	History	of	Science,	28	(1995),	p.	319.	
682	‘Devon	Shooting	Tragedy’,	The	Observer	(8	May	1932),	p.	19	and	‘Crown	Court’,	Manchester	
Guardian	(9	May	1933),	p.	6.	
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not	realise	what	[he]	was	doing.	The	pain	was	awful	and	[he]	had	a	headache	as	well’.683	In	
Howes’s	mind	his	headache	and	toothache	were	in	part	responsible	for	his	murder	of	his	
son.	
	 In	six	of	the	cases	(8	per	cent)	in	this	sub-sample	it	was	reported	that	the	paternal	
child	killer	was	suffering	from	depression,	or	melancholia,	prior	to	killing	his	children.	In	
some	cases	newspapers	simply	described	the	paternal	child	killers	as	‘depressed’	while	in	
others	much	more	detail	was	provided	about	the	cause	of	their	depression.	It	was	reported	
that	Herbert	Stokes	suffered	from	melancholia	while	Frank	Williams	had	been	‘depressed	of	
late’	with	no	further	information	given	about	their	conditions.684	In	contrast,	Walter	Howick	
was	depressed	because	of	the	death	of	a	daughter	three	months	prior	to	the	murder	of	his	
son.685	According	to	the	Daily	Express	‘Little	Joan	was	his	favourite	child	and	her	death	
depressed	him	very	much’,	a	point	repeated	in	several	articles	on	the	case	undoubtedly	to	
bring	him	sympathy	and	illuminate	the	state	of	his	mental	health	in	the	build	up	to	the	
crimes.686	Depression	and	melancholia	were	consistently	reported	to	be	causes	of	mental	
illness	throughout	the	period	1900	to	1939	indicating	its	significance	as	an	explanatory	
factor	in	breakdowns	of	mental	health.		
	 Delusions	also	featured	as	a	cause	of	mental	illness	in	this	sub-sample.	Joseph	
Millard	believed	that	the	doctors	at	Dudley	Road,	the	mental	health	care	facility	where	he	
was	a	patient,	had	conspired	to	kill	him	and	thought	that	the	nurses	were	trying	to	inject	
germs	into	his	body	to	make	him	insane.687	It	was	also	reported	by	a	medical	expert	that	
Millard	was	suffering	from	‘delusional	insanity’.688	Andrew	Bagley,	meanwhile,	was	
																																																								
683	‘Pulling	a	Child’s	Ear’,	The	Sunday	Times	(6	April	1930),	p.	23.	
684	‘Drowned	Baby	in	Pool’,	Manchester	Guardian	(8	July	1930),	p.	21	and	‘Father	and	Child	Tragedy’,	
Daily	Express	(13	June	1933),	p.	1.	
685	‘Father	Committed	for	Trial’,	The	Times	(12	October	1935),	p.	4.	
686	‘Silk	Stocking	Saves	Father	From	Double	Charge	of	Murder’,	Daily	Express	(22	October	1935),	p.	7.	
687	‘Man’s	Release	from	Mental	Hospital’,	The	Times	(6	December	1933),	p.	11.	
688	‘Murders	by	Released	Raving	Lunatic’,	Daily	Mirror	(6	December	1933),	p.	32.	
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reportedly	under	a	delusion	that	he	was	being	pursued	because	he	was	in	debt.689	As	Sally	
Alexander	and	Barbara	Taylor	argue	psychotic	delusions	have	affected	people	for	centuries	
but	their	contents	vary	greatly	according	to	their	cultural	setting.690	In	the	newspaper	
coverage	of	cases	in	the	first	and	third	sub-samples,	fears	of	unemployment	featured	in	the	
delusions	of	paternal	child	killers,	as	did	persecution	and	protection	of	their	family.	Financial	
difficulties	featured	with	regularity	in	the	delusions	of	paternal	child	killers	throughout	the	
period	1900	to	1939.	The	centrality	of	financial	provision	to	fatherhood	and	masculinity	
during	this	period	cannot	be	understated.	Fathers	internalised	their	role	as	provider	to	the	
extent	that	it	affected	their	mental	health	and	this	was	put	forward	in	both	their	trials	and	
the	newspaper	coverage	to	explain	why	they	killed	their	children	and	why	their	mental	
health	had	faltered.	
	 In	one	case	it	was	reported	that	the	paternal	child	killer,	William	Tuke,	suffered	a	
nervous	breakdown	prior	to	murdering	his	wife	and	son.	It	was	stated	during	his	trial	that	
Tuke	had	suffered	multiple	nervous	breakdowns,	the	last	serious	one	being	six	years	prior	to	
the	crime.691	During	this	particular	breakdown	he	was	found	wandering	miles	away	from	his	
home	and,	according	to	his	brother,	he	had	been	‘highly	strung	and	nervous’	ever	since.692	
Linked	to	his	nervous	breakdown	in	the	newspaper	coverage	was	Tuke’s	tendency	to	worry	
about	financial	matters,	his	clients’	business	affairs,	and	the	health	of	his	son,	who	was	
‘several	years	younger	than	his	age	mentally’	and	who	he	feared	would	‘never	make	a	
living’.693	So	connected	was	financial	provision	to	masculinity	that	it	caused	a	father	extreme	
anxiety	about	his	son’s	economic	future.	
	 The	phrase	‘nervous	breakdown’	was	used	infrequently	in	the	newspaper	coverage	
of	cases	in	the	whole	sample	across	the	period	1900	to	1939.	Mathew	Thomson	states	that																																																									
689	‘Court	of	Criminal	Appeal’,	The	Times	(26	January	1937),	p.	5.	
690	S.	Alexander	and	B.	Taylor,	‘Introduction’,	in	S.	Alexander	and	B.	Taylor	(eds.),	History	and	Psyche:	
Culture,	Psychoanalysis,	and	the	Past	(Palgrave	Macmillan:	New	York,	2012),	p.	7.	
691	‘Tragedy	of	a	Nervous	Man’,	The	Observer	(30	March	1930),	p.	22.	
692	Ibid.,	p.	22.	
693	‘Tragedy	of	a	Nervous	Man’,	The	Observer	(30	March	1930),	p.	22.	
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nervous	breakdown	had	continuing	popular	appeal;	it	gave	a	socially	acceptable	meaning	to	
suffering	rather	than	the	stigma	of	mental	illness.694	Thomson	argues	that	the	language	of	
nervous	diseases	was	still	popular	in	the	1930s	because	it	provided	a	material	basis	for	
mental	deterioration.695	It	was	used	in	one	case	in	the	period	1900	to	July	1914,	in	three	in	
the	period	1920	to	1929,	and	in	two	cases	in	the	period	1930	to	1939.	This	was	usually	in	
cases	in	which	the	person	in	question	was	middle	class.	Tuke,	who	was	an	accountant,	fitted	
this	pattern.	By	reporting	his	acute	anxiety	over	matters	beyond	his	control,	his	
unfathomable	actions	were	rendered	more	palatable.	Tuke’s	case	underlines	the	centrality	
of	financial	worries	to	mental	breakdown	and	how	damaging	the	pressure	to	provide	could	
be	for	some	men,	even	those	who,	by	all	accounts,	were	financially	stable.	
	 Suicidal	behaviour	was	seen	as	cause	and	effect	of	mental	illness	in	the	newspaper	
coverage	of	cases	in	this	sub-sample.	In	thirteen	cases	(16	per	cent)	the	paternal	child	killer	
committed	suicide	after	killing	his	child	and	in	a	further	six	cases	(7	per	cent)	he	attempted	
to	take	his	own	life.	Although	these	figures	are	somewhat	lower	than	the	previous	sub-
samples,	they	nevertheless	demonstrate	the	connection	between	paternal	child	killing	and	
suicide.	In	eight	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	followed	by	suicide	(10	per	cent)	and	five	cases	
of	attempted	suicide	(7	per	cent)	the	sanity	of	the	paternal	child	killer	was	mentioned	in	the	
newspaper	coverage.	In	only	one	case	of	paternal	child	killing	followed	by	attempted	suicide	
was	a	breakdown	in	mental	health	reported	to	be	the	explanation	for	the	crime.	However,	
as	can	be	seen	in	Table	4.28,	in	four	cases	the	father	was	found	guilty	of	murder	but	insane	
whilst	another	was	found	insane	and	unfit	to	stand	trial.	This	highlights	that	newspaper	
journalists	were	less	likely	to	assign	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	followed	by	attempted	
suicide	as	a	mental	health	issue	despite	it	legally	being	found	to	be	so.	Of	the	cases	in	which																																																									
694	M.	Thomson,	‘Mental	Hygiene	in	Britain	during	the	First	Half	of	the	Twentieth	Century:	The	Limits	
of	International	Influence’,	in	V.	Roelcke,	P.	Weindling,	and	L.	Westwood	(eds.),	International	
Relations	in	Psychiatry:	Britain,	Germany,	and	the	United	States	to	World	War	Two	(University	of	
Rochester	Press:	Rochester,	2010),	p.	144.	
695	Thomson,	Psychological	Subjects,	p.	163.	
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the	paternal	child	killer	committed	suicide	after	causing	the	death	of	his	child	in	only	one	
case	did	the	coroner’s	jury	at	the	inquest	return	a	verdict	of	‘felo-de-se’.696	The	eight	other	
men,	for	whom	information	was	available,	were	either	determined	to	be	insane,	temporarily	
insane,	or	of	unsound	mind	at	the	time	of	the	crimes.		
Verdict	 Punishment	 Number	of	Cases	
Guilty	of	murder	but	insane	 Ordered	to	be	detained	until	his	
Majesty’s	pleasure	
4	
	 Insane,	unfit	to	plead	 1	
Unidentified	 	 1	
Total	 	 6	
Table	4.28:	The	verdicts	and	punishments	of	men	who	attempted	suicide	after	killing	their	children	in	
England	and	Wales,	1930-1939	
	
	
Non-Physical	Causes	of	Mental	Illness	
In	this	section	of	the	analysis	non-physical	causes	of	mental	illness	are	examined.	Factors	
such	as	the	paternal	child	killer’s	experiences	in	the	First	World	War,	unemployment,	
financial	difficulties,	and	grief	were	consistently	used	to	explain	why	fathers	experienced	a	
breakdown	in	their	mental	health.	Despite	the	fact	that	by	the	end	of	this	period	the	First	
World	War	had	ended	over	twenty	years	ago,	men’s	experiences	in	the	First	World	War	
were	still	drawn	upon	and	referenced	in	the	newspaper	coverage,	not	always	to	explain	
their	crimes	but	to	gain	sympathy	from	the	readers	and	offer	an	insight	into	their	mental	
health.	This	is	almost	the	opposite	of	what	Ginger	Frost	finds	in	her	study	of	ex-soldiers	who	
murdered	their	illegitimate	children.	Frost	argues	that	by	1925	war	service	played	little	part	
in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	such	cases	due	to	the	time	lag	between	the	end	of	the	war	
and	the	crime,	which	lessened	the	impact	of	war	service.697	Joanna	Bourke	also	argues	that	
ex-servicemen	lost	the	sympathy	of	the	public	and	politicians	due	to	a	desire	to	forget	the	
																																																								
696	‘Felo-de-se’	refers	to	an	act	of	illegal	suicide,	i.e.	one	in	which	the	perpetrator	was	deemed	sane	
when	he	committed	the	act.	
697	G.	Frost,	‘	“Such	a	Poor	Finish”:	Illegitimacy,	Murder	and	War	Veterans	in	England,	1918-1923’,	
Historical	Reflections,	42	(2016),	p.	103.	
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war	and	its	effects.698	This	chapter	shows	that	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	cases	of	
paternal	child	killing	army	service	was	employed	well	into	the	1930s	to	provide	some	
explanation	as	to	why	a	father	would	kill	his	child,	much	like	unemployment	or	grief.		
	 There	were	six	men	in	this	sub-sample	who	were	reported	to	have	served	in	the	
army	during	the	First	World	War.	Although	this	only	amounts	to	7	per	cent	of	the	sub-
sample	the	fact	that	their	war	service	was	still	being	referred	to	in	the	newspaper	reports	
demonstrates	the	lasting	resonance	the	conflict	had.	Indeed,	several	historians	have	shown	
that	ex-soldiers	of	the	First	World	War	were	still	suffering	from	war	trauma	well	into	the	
1930s.699	Further,	in	the	early	1930s	36	per	cent	of	ex-servicemen	in	receipt	of	a	disability	
pension	were	listed	as	‘psychiatric	casualties’.700	For	men	who	fought	in	the	First	World	War	
the	long-lasting	effects	of	their	experiences	were	highlighted,	particularly	those	who	had	
had	a	negative	war	experience,	such	as	being	a	prisoner	of	war,	or	suffered	from	a	war-
induced	mental	illness.	It	was	reported	that	Herbert	Stokes	‘had	been	a	changed	man	since	
the	war,	during	which	he	was	taken	prisoner’.701	Emile	Chatanet	had	also	been	a	prisoner	of	
war	in	Germany	for	two	years	during	which	he	was	badly	treated	and	it	was	reported	that	
these	experiences	‘preyed	on	his	mind’	and	caused	him	to	have	nightmares.702	Herbert	
Duffin,	as	discussed	above,	said	that	he	wished	the	‘Germans	had	shot	his	head	off	instead	
of	his	arm’	and	that	his	life	since	the	war	had	been	a	‘struggle’.703	Jessica	Meyer	contends	
that	ex-soldiers	who	continued	to	suffer	symptoms	of	mental	illness	after	several	years	of	
treatment	and	those	who	broke	down	after	the	Armistice	were	seen	as	lazy	idlers																																																									
698	J.	Bourke,	Dismembering	the	Male:	Men’s	Bodies,	Britain	and	the	Great	War	(Reaktion	Books	
Limited:	London,	1996),	p.	70.	
699	K.	Bogaert,	‘	“Due	to	His	Abnormal	Mental	State”:	Exploring	Accounts	of	Suicide	Among	First	World	
War	Veterans	Treated	at	the	Ontario	Military	Hospital	at	Coburg,	1919-1946’,	Social	History,	51	
(2018),	pp.	99-123,	M.	Robinson,	‘	“Nobody’s	Children?”:	The	Ministry	of	Pensions	and	the	Treatment	
of	Disabled	Great	War	Veterans	in	the	Irish	Free	State,	1921-1939’,	Irish	Studies	Review,	25	(2017),	pp.	
316-335,	S.	Grogan,	Shell	Shocked	Britain:	The	First	World	War’s	Legacy	for	Britain’s	Mental	Health	
(Pen	and	Sword	History:	Barnsley,	2014),	B.	Shephard,	A	War	of	Nerves:	Soldiers	and	Psychiatrists	
1914-1994	(Jonathan	Cape:	London,	2000),	and	Bourke,	Dismembering	the	Male.	
700	Ibid.,	p.	109.	
701	‘Drowned	Baby	in	Pool’,	Manchester	Guardian	(8	July	1930),	p.	21.	
702	‘3	Children	Shot	by	a	Father’,	Daily	Mirror	(2	March	1932),	p.	4.	
703	‘Crown	Court’,	Manchester	Guardian	(9	May	1933),	p.	6.	
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attempting	to	rely	on	the	state	for	support	rather	than	sufferers	of	wartime	traumas.704	In	
the	newspaper	coverage	of	ex-soldiers	who	killed	their	children	this	was	not	the	case.	The	
mention	of	their	army	service	gave	the	reader	background	information	as	to	what	could	
have	led	these	men	to	kill	their	children	and,	in	cases	in	which	their	mental	health	had	been	
affected,	shed	light	on	why	this	was.	
	 Only	one	father	in	this	sub-sample	had	been	diagnosed	with	a	war-related	mental	
health	condition	prior	to	his	killing	his	children.	Peter	Tennant,	who	murdered	his	two	
daughters	before	committing	suicide,	was	said	to	be	suffering	from	neurasthenia	at	the	time	
he	committed	the	crimes.705	Neurasthenia	was	one	of	several	diagnoses	given	to	soldiers	
who	were	psychologically	affected	by	their	experiences	in	war.	It	was	also	reported	that	
Tennant	had	scars	on	each	side	of	his	head	which	he	got	after	being	wounded	while	on	
active	service.	The	Times	claimed	the	scars	‘may	have	had	a	bearing	on	his	presumed	mental	
state’	as	they	caused	him	‘terrible	pain’,	underlining	the	presumed	relationship	between	
physical	and	mental	health.706	The	newspapers	were	not	shy	about	attributing	Tennant’s	
breakdown	in	mental	health	to	his	war	service,	and	by	extension,	the	murder	of	his	children:	
his	war	service	and	neurasthenia	were	mentioned	in	twelve	out	of	the	fifteen	articles	found	
on	the	case.	As	Susan	Kingley	Kent	contends	many	veterans	could	not	throw	off	the	sights	
and	sounds	of	their	war	service	well	into	the	1920s,	and	as	this	case	illustrate	some	ex-
soldiers	continued	to	experience	traumatic	symptoms	almost	two	decades	after	the	First	
World	War	ended.707	The	somewhat	vague	phrasing	of	the	impact	the	war	had	on	the	
paternal	child	killers	suggests	that	journalists	assumed	their	readers	were	aware	that	army	
service	in	the	First	World	War	had	repercussions	for	mental	health	and	did	not	need	to	
																																																								
704	J.	Meyer,	Men	of	War:	Masculinity	and	the	First	World	War	in	Britain	(Palgrave	Macmillan:	
Hampshire,	2009),	p.	99.	
705	‘Father	and	Child	Missing’,	The	Times	(17	September	1935),	p.	16.	
706	‘Man	and	Two	Daughters	Dead’,	The	Times	(21	September	1935),	p.	3	and	‘Two	Children	Drowned	
by	Their	Father’,	The	Times	(25	September	1935),	p.	9.	
707	S.	Kingsley	Kent,	Aftershocks:	Politics	and	Trauma	in	Britain,	1918-1931	(Palgrave	Macmillan:	
Basingstoke,	2008),	p.	28.	
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elaborate.	Additionally,	war	service	was	considered	virtuous	and	a	fulfilment	of	patriotic	
duty	and	this	would	have	lent	sympathy	to	ex-soldiers	who	killed	their	children.	
	 Without	the	trial	transcripts	of	cases	in	this	sub-sample	it	is	difficult	to	argue	with	
certainty	the	extent	to	which	army	service	played	a	role	in	the	sentencing	decisions	of	juries	
and	judges	of	ex-soldiers	who	killed	their	children.	However,	the	newspaper	coverage	does	
allow	some	investigation.	Two	of	the	paternal	child	killers	described	as	ex-soldiers	were	
found	guilty	but	insane	and	sentenced	to	death	and	one	father	was	sentenced	to	death	but	
later	had	his	sentence	reprieved	to	one	of	penal	servitude	to	life.	Further,	two	men	who	
committed	suicide	after	murdering	their	children	were	found	to	have	been	of	unsound	mind	
when	they	carried	out	their	crimes.	That	five	out	of	the	six	ex-soldiers	were	found	to	be	
insane	suggests	that	army	service	had	an	effect	on	the	verdicts	made	by	judges,	juries,	and	
coroners	and	the	punishments	given	to	men	who	killed	their	children.	In	many	of	the	articles	
reporting	on	ex-soldiers	who	killed	their	children,	their	army	service	was	included	in	the	
paragraph	which	dealt	with	potential	mitigating	factors	in	the	case.	The	detail	drew	reader	
attention	to	the	fact	that	there	was	an	explanation	for	the	father’s	actions.	Although	
reference	to	a	paternal	child	killer’s	service	in	the	First	World	War	in	two	cases	was	invoked	
in	a	couple	of	sentences	with	not	much	further	detail,	army	service	became	short	hand	for	
unspeakable	horror	and	was	a	way	of	suggesting	that	the	man	in	question	should	receive	
some	level	of	sympathy.		
	 Unemployment	and	financial	difficulties	were	prominent	non-physical	causes	of	
mental	illness	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	cases	in	this	sub-sample.	Cathryn	Wilson	
contends	that	poverty	and	insanity	became	entrenched	within	the	discourse	of	paternal	
child	murder	and	by	the	end	of	the	nineteenth	century	poverty	was	understood	as	one	of	
the	principal	causes	of	male	insanity.708	While	Wilson’s	findings	also	hold	true	for	many	of	
the	cases	in	my	entire	sample,	the	period	1930	to	1939	shows	that	it	was	not	just	poverty																																																									
708	Wilson,	‘Mad,	Sad,	or	Bad?’,	p.	32.	
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that	had	an	effect	on	the	mental	health	of	fathers	but	unemployment,	both	short-	and	long-
term,	underemployment,	financial	loss,	and	financial	uncertainty.	In	28.5	per	cent	of	cases	
the	paternal	child	killer	was	unemployed	at	the	time	he	killed	his	children	and	in	a	further	8	
per	cent	of	cases	financial	difficulties	were	reported	to	be	the	reason	behind	his	actions.	
Although	unemployment	and	straitened	financial	circumstances	were	used	to	explain	
paternal	child	killing	throughout	the	period	1900	to	1929,	the	number	of	unemployed	men	
nearly	doubled	during	the	period	1930	to	1939	due	to	the	economic	Depression	of	1929	to	
1933.709		
	 Paternal	child	killing	in	the	wake	of	a	period	of	unemployment	or	under-
employment	sheds	light	on	the	centrality	of	financial	provision	to	fatherhood	and	the	extent	
to	which	this	was	thought	to	have	an	effect	on	mental	health.	There	was	an	unspoken	
acceptance	of	the	central	role	of	financial	provision	to	fatherhood	during	the	early	twentieth	
century,	despite	women’s	employment	and	the	state’s	increasing	economic	provision	for	
families.710	In	the	1930s	many	fathers	could	not	provide	for	their	families	due	to	high	levels	
of	unemployment.	This	was	difficult	for	men	who	took	their	role	as	provider	seriously	and	
had	crucial	consequences	for	fatherhood	and	masculinity.711	While	paternal	child	killing	
subverted	the	paternal	duties	of	providing	and	protecting,	it	was	also	an	example	of	carrying	
out	these	duties	to	their	extreme.	For	these	men	it	was	more	merciful	to	kill	their	children	
than	allow	their	children	to	live	in	poverty	or	with	the	shame	of	having	a	father	who	could	
not	financially	provide	for	them.	
	 The	recognition	that	unemployment	could	have	negative	effects	on	mental	
wellbeing	was	not	new	in	the	1930s.	As	Akihito	Suzuki	contends,	for	labourers	in	the	mid-
nineteenth	century,	anxiety	rooted	in	poverty	and	unsteady	work	was	a	reality,	and	grief	
over	economic	losses	and	unemployment	loomed	large,	as	did	psychological	strains	caused																																																									
709	This	is	based	on	a	comparison	made	with	the	three	previous		further	sub-samples	of	cases	covering	
the	period	1900	to	1929.	
710	King,	Family	Men,	p.	29.	
711	Ibid.,	p.	25.	
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by	stressful	domestic	situations.712	However,	the	scale	and	duration	of	unemployment	in	the	
1930s	aroused	considerable	concern	about	the	damage	it	did	to	the	physical	and	mental	
wellbeing	of	its	victims.713	In	reference	to	physical	health	Charles	Webster	argued	that	the	
economic	Depression	must	be	regarded	as	a	significant	exacerbating	factor,	tending	to	
worsen	prevailing	low	levels	of	health.714	Webster,	however,	did	not	examine	the	effects	of	
unemployment	and	associated	health	problems,	such	as	malnutrition	and	high	infant	and	
maternal	mortality,	on	the	mental	health	and	wellbeing	of	both	the	unemployed	and	their	
dependants.	From	the	newspaper	coverage	of	unemployed	men	who	killed	their	children	it	
is	clear	that	it	was	not	just	physical	health	which	was	affected	by	adverse	economic	
conditions.	Unemployment	also	had	a	severe	toll	on	mental	health.		
	 In	the	newspaper	coverage	of	cases	in	this	sub-sample	the	connection	between	
unemployment	and	paternal	child	killing,	and	unemployment	and	a	breakdown	in	mental	
health,	was	based	on	evidence	given	by	the	paternal	child	killer	himself	as	well	as	lay	
witnesses.	It	was	not	reported	that	medical	experts	who	testified	at	the	trials	of	paternal	
child	killers	attributed	breakdowns	in	mental	health	to	unemployment.	Of	course,	this	part	
of	their	testimony	may	have	been	excluded	from	the	newspaper	articles	as	journalists	only	
included	snippets	of	expert	testimony	in	newspaper	reports.	However,	it	was	recognised	by	
medical	officials	in	the	early	1930s	that	lack	of	employment	and	financial	worries	affected	
the	psychological	wellbeing	of	the	unemployed.	This	was	commented	upon	by	George	
Newman,	the	Chief	Medical	Officer	of	the	Ministry	of	Health,	in	his	annual	report	for	the	
year	1932.	As	well	as	affecting	the	physical	condition	of	the	unemployed	and	their	
defendants,	Newman	suggested	that	an	indirect	effect	of	the	economic	Depression	was	fear	
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of	unemployment.715	Although	Newman	could	find	no	evidence	of	widespread	physical	
degeneration	in	the	medical	reports	submitted	by	regional	Medical	Officers	of	Health,	he	did	
warn	that	there	was	a	possibility	that	unemployment	put	people	at	risk	of	mental	
instability.716	It	was	reported	that	unemployed	adult	men	with	large	families	dependant	on	
them	had	a	tendency	to	‘mental	depression	bordering	on	neurasthenia.717	Newman	also	
commented	on	the	fact	that	deaths	by	suicide	had	greatly	risen	in	the	early	1930s.	He	
attributed	this	to	the	‘pressure	of	troubles	of	the	times’,	referring	to	the	economic	
Depression.718	
	 The	fact	that	the	unemployment	of	paternal	child	killers	was	mentioned	in	the	
newspaper	coverage	indicates	that	this	was	thought	to	be	a	significant	detail,	which	helped	
to	explain	the	act,	and,	in	cases	in	which	an	insanity	plea	was	raised,	had	a	bearing	on	
mental	health.	In	the	case	of	Herbert	Duffin	his	lack	of	employment	was	categorically	stated	
to	be	the	reason	he	murdered	his	daughter.	It	was	reported	in	the	Manchester	Guardian	
that	the	‘shadow	of	unemployment	had	come	across	his	life’	and	there	was	‘no	possible	
doubt’	that	his	inability	to	maintain	his	wife	and	child	in	comfort	had	finally	‘unhinged	his	
mind’.719	In	Duffin’s	case	his	inability	to	provide	for	his	children	had	an	effect	on	his	mental	
health	and	failure	to	live	up	to	expectations	affected	his	ability	to	see	any	other	way	out	of	
his	current	situation	other	than	killing	his	family.		 	
	 Long-term	unemployment	put	working	class	families	especially	under	severe	
pressure	and	for	some	men	it	was	the	hopelessness	of	long-term	unemployment,	
characteristic	of	the	1930s,	which	made	life	unbearable.720	Charles	Whiting,	who	was	found	
dead	in	his	house	along	with	his	wife	and	two	children,	had	been	unemployed	for	about	a	
																																																								
715	G.	Newman,	Annual	Report	of	the	Chief	Medical	Officer	(1932),	p.	16.	
716	Ibid.,	p.	41.	
717	Ibid.,	p.	37.	
718	Ibid.,	p.	12.	
719	‘Crown	Court’,	Manchester	Guardian	(9	May	1933),	p.	6.	
720	R.	McKibbin,	Classes	and	Cultures:	England	1918-1951	(Oxford	University	Press:	Oxford,	1998),	p.	
156.	
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year	and	it	was	reported	that	the	family’s	‘resources	were	coming	to	an	end’.721	The	coroner	
at	Whiting’s	inquest	said	that	unemployment	had	depressed	Whiting,	suggesting	a	motive	
for	the	crimes	and	further	tightening	the	connection	between	mental	wellbeing	and	the	
ability	to	provide.	
	 Not	all	men	who	experienced	financial	difficulties	were	unemployed.	Some	were	in	
employment	but	were	anxious	that	their	earnings	were	not	enough	to	sustain	their	family.	
For	example,	the	defence	set	up	for	Henry	Dennis	was	one	of	‘insanity	due	to	financial	
worries’.722	Similarly,	it	was	reported	that	money	matters	‘preyed	on’	Emile	Chatanet’s	mind	
until	the	last	day	of	his	life.723	Charles	Taylor,	meanwhile,	was	‘driven	frantic’	by	his	
economic	downfall	and	because	he	could	not	provide	for	his	children	as	well	as	he	would	
like.724	Both	Taylor	and	Dennis	had	working	class	occupations	(a	miner	and	a	butcher)	while	
Chatanet	was	lower	middle	class	(a	dress	designer)	demonstrating	that	men	of	different	
occupations	and	class	status	were	affected	by	the	expectations	placed	upon	them	to	provide	
financially.	All	three	of	these	cases	highlight	the	connection	between	financial	position	and	
mental	wellbeing	but	also	demonstrate	concern	felt	by	fathers	about	being	unable	to	
provide	for	their	families	in	an	adequate	way	not	just	provision	of	the	bare	essentials.	There	
was	not	only	the	pressure	to	provide	but	to	provide	relative	to	social	status,	emphasising	the	
centrality	of	economic	provision	to	masculinity	and	fatherhood.		
	 Grief	remained	a	constant	non-physical	cause	of	mental	illness	in	cases	of	paternal	
child	killing	across	the	entire	sample,	and	in	this	sub-sample	it	was	no	different.	Although	it	
was	reported	that	only	two	men	were	deeply	affected	by	the	loss	of	a	loved	one	this	is	still	
significant	since	it	demonstrates	the	recognition	that	grief	had	an	effect	on	mental	health	
during	this	period.	However,	it	must	also	be	noted	that	expressions	of	sorrow	were	socially	
																																																								
721	‘4	of	Family	Found	Dead’,	Daily	Mirror	(3	March	1936),	p.	8.	
722	‘Triple	Murder	Charge’,	Daily	Mirror	(17	November	1933),	p.	8.	
723	‘3	Children	Shot	by	a	Father’,	Daily	Mirror	(2	March	1932),	p.	4.	
724	‘Miner	Kills	Four	Children’,	Daily	Mirror	(28	June	1934),	p.	10.		
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constrained,	especially	for	men	who	were	expected	to	show	emotional	strength.725	This	
means	that	reference	to	a	paternal	child	killer’s	grief	as	an	explanation	for	their	crimes	as	
well	as	their	mental	breakdown	may	have	been	made	because	such	expressions	of	grief	
were	uncommon	among	men	and,	therefore,	seemed	like	unusual	reactions	rather	than	a	
natural	response	to	the	death	of	a	family	member.	Charles	Taylor	had	been	‘greatly	
distressed’	due	to	the	death	of	his	wife	and	child	six	months	prior	to	the	murder	of	his	four	
children	and	subsequent	suicide.726	Walter	Howick	lost	his	daughter	three	months	prior	to	
the	murder	of	his	son.727	The	Daily	Mail	and	the	Daily	Express	reported	that	Howick	killed	his	
child	while	suffering	from	depression	following	the	death	of	his	favourite	daughter,	explicitly	
linking	his	actions	to	his	mental	state.728		
	
Conclusions	to	Chapter	Six	
The	history	of	violent	crime	in	the	1930s	is	relatively	under-researched.	In	this	chapter	it	has	
been	argued	that	men	convicted	of	the	murder	of	their	children	were	treated	more	leniently	
by	being	found	guilty	but	insane	than	they	were	at	the	beginning	of	the	twentieth	century.	
Although	newspapers	are	an	imperfect	source	for	addressing	trends	in	the	punishment	of	
crime	due	to	the	fact	they	did	not	report	on	every	that	went	to	trial,	in	the	absence	of	court	
records	they	can	give	an	indication	of	how	violent	criminals	were	punished	in	the	1930s.	
When	viewed	alongside	judicial	statistics	for	England	and	Wales	for	the	period	1930	to	1939,	
the	punishment	of	paternal	child	murderers	fits	the	pattern	of	punishment	for	murder	more	
generally.	As	Janet	Weston	contends,	opinion	was	divided	over	the	efficacy	of	traditional	
punishments,	such	as	the	death	sentence,	resulting	in	increasing	recourse	to	medical	
																																																								
725	P.	Jalland,	Death	in	War	and	Peace:	A	History	of	Loss	and	Grief	in	England,	1914-1970	(Oxford	
University	Press:	Oxford,	2010),	p.	85.	
726	‘Miner	Kills	Four	Children’,	Daily	Mirror	(28	June	1934),	p.	10.	
727	‘Father	Committed	for	Trial’,	The	Times	(12	October	1935),	p.	4.	
728	‘Father	Guilty	But	Insane’,	Daily	Mail	(22	October	1935),	p.	6	and	‘Silk	Stocking	saves	Father	From	
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professionals	to	determine	the	state	of	mind	of	defendants.729	This	appears	to	have	been	the	
case	for	men	in	the	sub-sample	used	for	this	chapter.	Whilst	there	was	not	a	reported	
increase	in	the	number	of	medical	experts	in	mental	illness	called	to	testify	at	the	trials	of	
paternal	child	killers,	there	was	an	increase	in	the	number	of	guilty	but	insane	verdicts.		
	 This	chapter	has	also	argued	that	there	was	a	greater	desire	for	medical	knowledge	
about	mental	illness	and	criminal	culpability.	In	the	newspaper	coverage	of	paternal	child	
killers	whose	mental	health	was	in	question	more	space	was	given	to	medical	testimony	
than	it	was	to	lay	evidence.	Additionally,	the	testimony	of	medical	experts	was	not	
condensed	down	to	whether	the	defendant	was	insane	at	the	time	he	killed	his	child.	
Journalists	also	included	the	type	of	mental	illness	the	medical	witness	thought	the	
defendant	was	suffering	from	and	the	reasons	for	this	conclusion.	Focus	on	medical	
interpretations	of	mental	illness	and	criminal	culpability,	rather	than	lay	or	legal	
understandings,	indicates	that	the	general	readership	of	national	newspapers	during	the	
1930s	had	an	increased	appetite	for	medical	knowledge.	The	general	public	were	becoming	
more	educated	and	the	First	World	War	had	provided	an	impetus	for	knowledge	about	
mental	illness.	In	the	previous	three	chapters	covering	the	period	1900	to	1929,	medical	
testimony	was	beginning	to	be	differentiated	in	the	newspaper	coverage	from	that	of	lay	
witnesses.	By	the	1930s	journalists	provided	their	readers	with	much	more	detail	regarding	
medical	insights	into	mental	illness	and	criminal	culpability.	
	 As	has	been	argued	in	the	last	three	chapters,	inability	to	provide	financially	was	a	
key	explanation	put	forward	in	the	newspaper	coverage	as	to	why	men	killed	their	children.	
Because	economic	provision	assumed	such	a	central	role	in	early	twentieth	century	
conceptualisations	of	masculinity	and	fatherhood,	the	connection	between	the	three	
seemed	to	intensify	over	the	period	1900	to	1939.	Whereas	in	the	earlier	periods	
unemployment	or	fear	of	financial	ruin	were	included	as	a	biographical	detail,	in	the	1930s																																																									
729	Weston,	Medicine,	The	Penal	System,	and	Sexual	Crimes,	p.	15.	
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these	factors	were	readily	recognised	as	a	reason	for	killing	one’s	own	child	and	provided	
insight	into	why	a	man	might	suffer	a	breakdown	in	mental	health.	The	powerful	rhetoric	of	
‘father	as	provider’	should	not	be	underestimated,	especially	in	a	decade	when	the	number	
of	men	thrown	into	unemployment	for	lengthy	periods	was	unheard	of	in	England	and	
Wales.	It	was	not	just	the	fear	of	poverty	which	affected	mental	health	but	changes	in	
economic	circumstances.	
	 Finally,	it	has	been	demonstrated	in	this	chapter	that	the	newspaper	coverage	of	
paternal	child	killing	had	changed	quite	dramatically	by	the	end	of	the	1930s.	National	
newspaper	coverage	of	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	was	shorter	in	the	1930s	than	at	the	
beginning	of	the	twentieth	century.	Despite	the	fact	that	there	was	a	rise	in	human	interest	
journalism	in	the	1930s,	there	was	less	coverage	and	more	concise	articles	relating	to	cases	
of	paternal	child	killing.	This	suggests	that	interest	in	reporting	on	this	type	of	crime	
diminished.	When	the	contents	of	the	articles	were	analysed	it	was	revealed	that	graphic	
descriptions	of	how	the	child	victims	had	died	were	included	with	regularity.	This	disconnect	
between	shorter	newspaper	coverage	but	heightened	interest	in	the	violence	of	the	act	
indicates	that	in	many	ways	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	were	still	used	as	a	form	of	
entertainment,	despite	diminishing	interest	in	graphic	elements	of	the	killings	in	the	periods	
1914	to	1918	and	1919	to	1929.	As	newspaper	articles	became	briefer,	due	to	the	volume	of	
other	newsworthy	topics,	journalists	had	to	make	the	content	of	their	articles	as	compelling	
as	possible.	
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Conclusion		
	
The	purpose	of	this	study	was	to	analyse	representations	of	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	in	
the	English	press	in	the	early	twentieth	century,	with	a	particular	focus	on	understandings	of	
mental	illness	and	criminal	culpability.	The	research	was	carried	out	to	determine	how	
paternal	child	killers	were	represented	as	fathers	and	family	men,	how	violent	crime	and	its	
punishment	was	represented	to	the	general	reading	public,	the	way	in	which	mental	illness	
and	criminal	culpability	were	reported	for	public	understanding,	and	to	examine	how	the	
national	press	changed	over	time.	This	thesis	has	made	extensive	use	of	a	selection	of	seven	
English	national	newspapers	and	six	main	themes	have	been	explored	throughout	this	
thesis:	representations	of	paternal	child	killer;	the	way	in	which	violent	crime	was	treated;	
the	centrality	of	understandings	of	mental	illness	and	criminal	culpability	to	newspaper	
reports	of	cases	of	violent	crime;	the	importance	of	economic	provision	in	explaining	
paternal	child	killing;	the	role	of	wartime	experiences	in	cases	of	ex-soldiers	who	killed	their	
children;	and	the	association	between	suicide	(or	suicide	attempts),	mental	breakdown,	and	
paternal	child	killing.	
	 Using	the	newspaper	reports	of	402	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	has	allowed	for	
the	close	investigation	of	how	the	national	press	represented	such	cases.	It	has	permitted	
analysis	of	the	structure	of	these	articles,	what	information	was	included	and	what	was	
excluded,	identification	of	particular	points	of	interest,	and	what	the	overall	character	of	
such	reports	was.	Newspaper	articles,	unlike	court	records	indicate	the	type	of	information	
presented	to	the	wider	public	and	available	for	them	to	consume.730	Further,	they	show	how	
readers	were	to	make	sense	of	such	information.	Newspapers	were	one	of	a	few	ways	to	
receive	information	about	events	happening	locally,	nation-wide,	and	further	afield.	Editors	
																																																								
730	Adrian	Bingham	and	Martin	Conboy	estimate	that	by	the	early	1950s	around	85	per	cent	of	the	
population	saw	a	paper	every	day.	See	A.	Bingham	and	M.	Conboy,	Tabloid	Century:	The	Popular	Press	
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chose	the	stories	their	readers	would	consume	and	journalists	decided	how	they	would	
frame	such	stories.	
	 More	often	than	not	paternal	child	killers	were	treated	sympathetically	but	there	
was	no	standard	reaction	and	no	way	to	predict	how	a	case	would	be	dealt	with	in	court	and	
in	the	press.	Many	articles	treated	cases	of	paternal	child	killing	as	entertainment	whilst	
others	reported	on	them	in	a	very	matter-of-fact	way.	Paternal	child	killing	was	not	
represented	in	the	national	press	as	a	panic-inducing	crime	in	the	way	that	infanticide	was	
asserted	to	be	in	the	1860s.731	There	remained	variation	in	the	types	of	men	that	killed	their	
children.	Some	were	out-of-work	miners	while	other	were	businessmen	who	were	worried	
about	the	impact	of	the	Depression	in	the	1930s,	others	still	were	grieving	husbands,	ex-
soldiers,	affectionate	fathers,	or	men	with	a	history	of	violent	behaviour.	Responses	to	
paternal	child	killing	were	characterised	by	variation	in	the	first	sub-sample,	but	by	the	
1930s	there	was	less	variability	in	the	way	in	which	paternal	child	killing	was	punished	and	in	
how	it	was	reported	in	the	newspapers.	Violent	crime	remained	a	staple	of	national	
newspaper	coverage	but	by	the	end	of	the	interwar	period	the	coverage	was	much	more	
concise	and	the	case	had	to	resonate	with	the	public	in	order	to	be	included.	
	 The	newspaper	coverage	of	paternal	child	killing	indicated	that	violent	crime,	more	
specifically	paternal	child	murder,	was	treated	more	leniently	over	the	period.	In	the	first	
sub-sample	the	number	of	men	sentenced	to	death	(12	per	cent)	and	the	number	of	men	
who	were	detained	during	his	Majesty’s	pleasure	in	a	criminal	lunatic	asylum	(14	per	cent)	
were	about	equal.	There	was	also	evidence	in	the	period	1900	to	July	1914	that	recourse	to	
the	death	sentence	was	waning	as	it	was	reported	that	only	six	of	the	twenty-four	men	
sentenced	to	death	actually	had	their	sentence	carried	out.	Further,	it	was	reported	in	62	
per	cent	of	cases	in	which	the	defendant	was	sentenced	to	death	that	the	jury																																																									
731	See	D.	Grey,	‘	“Liable	to	Very	Gross	Abuse”:	Murder,	Moral	Panic	and	Cultural	Fears	Over	Infant	
Life	Insurance,	1875-1914’,	Journal	of	Victorian	Culture,	18	(2013),	pp.	54-71.	Grey	contests	the	idea	
that	financially-motivated	infanticide	represented	a	true	‘moral	panic’	in	late	Victorian	Britain	and	
argues	that	it	was	a	failed	attempt	to	provoke	a	cultural	anxiety	about	the	extent	of	this	practice.	
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recommended	the	accused	to	mercy.	Four	of	these	men	(16	per	cent)	had	their	sentences	
reprieved.	In	the	second	sub-sample	it	was	reported	that	in	47	per	cent	of	cases	the	
defendant	was	sentenced	to	death	and	there	were	no	findings	of	guilty	but	insane.	Half	of	
the	men	sentenced	to	death	were	recommended	to	mercy,	all	of	whom	later	had	their	
sentences	reprieved.	The	trend	towards	less	severe	punishments	continued	in	the	period	
1919	to	1929.	It	was	reported	that	21	per	cent	of	men	in	the	sub-sample	were	found	guilty	
but	insane	while	12	per	cent	of	men	were	sentenced	to	death.	Half	of	the	men	sentenced	to	
death	were	recommended	to	mercy	and	it	was	reported	that	of	these	five	men	two	had	
their	sentences	reprieved.	By	the	1930s	there	were	proportionately	more	cases	of	paternal	
child	murder	that	resulted	in	a	finding	of	guilty	but	insane.	In	sixteen	cases	(23	per	cent)	the	
defendant	was	found	guilty	but	insane	and	was	detained	in	a	criminal	lunatic	asylum	and	
seven	men	(10	per	cent	of	cases)	were	reportedly	punished	with	the	death	sentence,	of	
which	two	defendants	had	their	sentences	commuted	and	only	two	men	were	executed.	
	 The	punishments	reported	in	the	newspaper	coverage	relating	to	the	sample	fit	the	
pattern	of	judicial	statistics	for	the	punishment	of	murder	in	the	period	1900	to	1939.	
Violent	crime	became	more	psychologised	over	the	period	1900	to	1939	and	there	was	
more	willingness,	and	perhaps	desire,	to	find	paternal	child	killing	an	act	committed	by	a	
man	who	was	insane.	There	were	more	guilty	but	insane	verdicts	by	the	end	of	the	1930s	
due	to	changes	in	the	nature	of	punishment	of	violent	crime,	its	purpose	and	the	public’s	
decreased	appetite	for	hanging	murderers.	This	was	because	paternal	child	killing	needed	to	
be	understood,	explained,	and	made	sense	of.	No	one	in	their	‘right	mind’	would	kill	their	
own	children,	especially	if	there	was	evidence	of	previous	loving	behaviour.		
	 Understandings	of	mental	illness	and	criminal	culpability	became	more	central	to	
the	newspaper	coverage	of	paternal	child	killing	over	the	period	1900	to	1939.	Medical	
testimony	and	discussions	of	insanity	were	framed	and	interpreted	in	terms	of	lay	and	legal	
understandings	in	the	period	1900	to	July	1914.	This	was	done	in	order	to	make	it	more	
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accessible	to	a	general	readership	and	journalists	heavily	mediated	medical	testimony	given	
during	assize	trials.	The	testimony	of	medical	experts	had	to	be	interesting	enough	to	make	
it	into	the	articles,	and	what	constituted	‘interesting’	changed	over	time.	In	the	period	1900	
to	July	1914,	the	legal	implications	of	medical	testimony	were	of	more	importance	to	
journalists	and	readers	than	the	type	of	mental	illness.	During	the	First	World	War	
discussions	of	mental	illness	practically	disappeared	from	the	newspaper	coverage	of	
paternal	child	killers.	The	space	in	newspapers	for	non-war	related	news	was	miniscule	as	
people	were	desperate	for	any	information	about	what	was	happening	on	the	Western	
Front.	Crime	news,	therefore,	took	a	back	seat	and	only	the	most	shocking	of	cases	made	it	
into	the	newspapers.	Consequently,	journalists	reported	the	basic	details	of	the	crime	in	
question	and	medical	testimony	was	too	much	of	a	frippery	to	include.	Additionally,	no	
paternal	child	killers	were	found	guilty	but	insane	in	this	period	which	further	reduced	the	
scope	for	discussion	of	mental	illness	in	the	newspaper	coverage.		
	 In	the	1920s,	mental	illness	and	criminal	culpability	were	once	again	included	in	the	
newspaper	coverage	of	paternal	child	killers.	However,	there	was	a	change	in	the	language	
used	by	journalists	to	describe	mental	illness.	There	was	less	focus	on	legal	terminology,	and	
medical	testimony	and	ideas	were	given	more	space	in	newspaper	articles	in	the	1920s	than	
in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	cases	in	the	first	sub-sample	(for	the	period	1900	to	July	1914)	
even	though	lay	understandings	were	still	preferred.	In	the	period	1930	to	1939,	more	use	
was	made	of	medical	language	used	to	discuss	mental	illness	but	this	did	not	necessarily	
follow	the	latest	medical	thinking	regarding	the	causes	of	mental	illness.	This	was	due	to	a	
number	of	factors.	Firstly,	mental	illness	and	criminal	culpability	still	had	to	be	
understandable	to	the	average	national	newspaper	reader.	Although	psychology	was	
becoming	more	popular	in	the	early	twentieth	century	this	rarely	translated	into	medical	
testimony	or	reports	on	cases	of	paternal	child	killing.	Secondly,	medical	experts	gave	
testimony	using	language	they	thought	would	be	most	understandable	to	lay	witnesses	and	
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judges	as	they	were	the	ones	who	had	to	use	this	information	when	reaching	a	verdict	and	
sentencing	the	defendant.	Finally,	journalists	had	to	use	concepts	and	terminology	they	
themselves	understood	and	they	had	to	report	the	case	in	terms	likely	to	be	understood	by	
their	readers.	Over	the	period	1900	to	1939	there	was	more	space	in	the	newspaper	articles	
given	to	medical	understandings,	more	room	for	medical	terminology,	and	an	increased	
desire	for	this	information.	
	 The	newspaper	coverage	of	cases	in	the	sample	revealed	the	centrality	of	economic	
provision	to	explanations	of	paternal	child	killing,	fatherhood	and	masculinity.	The	
proportion	of	unemployed	men	in	each	sub-sample	increased	across	the	period	1900	to	
1939.	Unsurprisingly,	it	was	in	the	period	1930	to	1939	that	the	highest	percentage	of	
unemployed	men	(28	per	cent	of	the	sub-sample)	was	reported.	Yet,	a	significant	amount	of	
the	men	in	the	previous	three	sub-samples	were	reported	to	be	unemployed,	ranging	from	
15	to	17	per	cent	of	cases.	It	was	not	just	the	fear	of	poverty	that	seemed	to	cause	mental	
breakdown	in	fathers	and	was	used	to	explain	the	murder	of	their	children,	as	Cathryn	
Wilson	and	Jade	Shepherd	have	argued,	but	any	financial	loss	or	change	in	financial	
circumstances.	The	pressure	to	provide	could	be	very	destructive.	Paternal	child	killing	was	
the	antithesis	of	fatherly	behaviour	but	it	was	also	an	example	of	carrying	out	fatherly	duties	
to	their	ultimate	conclusion.	The	newspaper	coverage	also	provided	evidence	of	other	
fatherly	behaviour	other	than	economic	provision.	This	included	affectionate	behaviour,	
protection,	and	playing	with	children.	More	often	than	not	paternal	child	killers	were	
presented	as	caring	family	men,	not	previously	brutal	or	violent.	In	emphasising	the	good	
behaviour	of	these	men,	it	made	the	killing	of	their	children	more	shocking	and	more	likely	
to	be	viewed	as	the	act	of	someone	who	was	insane.	When	a	prior	record	of	violent	
behaviour	was	emphasised	in	the	newspaper	coverage	this	served	to	show	that	the	crime	
was	expected	and	a	natural	conclusion	to	a	violent	past.	
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	 Cases	of	paternal	child	killing	as	reported	in	this	selection	of	national	newspapers	
shed	light	on	the	development	of	the	national	press	over	a	40-year	period.	The	early	
twentieth	century	saw	the	development	of	tabloid	journalism	which	not	only	changed	how	
news	was	reported	but	what	kind	of	news	was	reported.	The	format	of	newspaper	articles	
changed	over	time	and	this	was	reflected	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	paternal	child	killing.	
There	was	an	increased	use	of	specific	headlines	and	columns	to	make	the	newspapers	
accessible	to	readers	and	allow	them	to	follow	a	story.	The	tone	and	content	of	articles	also	
changed.	Before	the	First	World	War	elements	of	the	killing	were	a	central	feature	of	articles	
but	during	the	First	World	War	and	the	1920s	this	virtually	disappeared.	In	the	First	World	
War	articles	also	became	shorter	due	to	the	scarcity	of	space	available	to	non-war	news	so	
contextual	material	had	to	be	removed	from	the	articles.	Additionally,	reading	about	men	
killing	their	children	was	not	particularly	morale-boosting	to	those	on	the	Home	or	Western	
front.	However,	by	the	1930s,	the	way	in	which	child	victims	were	killed	once	again	took	on	
a	central	role	in	the	newspaper	coverage	of	paternal	child	killers.	By	this	time	the	First	World	
War	was	far	enough	in	the	past	and	graphic	depictions	of	violent	crimes	sold	newspapers.	
With	so	many	potential	news	stories	vying	for	attention	journalists	had	to	include	those	
details	they	thought	would	be	of	interest	to	their	readers.		
	 Although	public	appetite	for	gore	diminished	during	and	immediately	after	the	First	
World	War,	it	returned	in	the	1930s.	This	was	not	solely	a	product	of	news	reporting;	during	
the	1930s	detective	fiction	was	popular	and	there	was	obvious	monetary	potential	in	using	
this	genre	to	frame	newspaper	reports	of	violent	crimes.	Newspaper	articles	relating	to	
cases	of	paternal	child	killing	became	shorter	over	the	period	but	they	remained	a	staple	of	
the	English	national	press	throughout	the	period	1900	to	1939.	Coverage	of	cases	of	
paternal	child	killing	became	less	sensational	over	the	period	1900	to	1939.	The	most	
sensational	cases	were	in	the	first	sub-sample,	despite	John	Carter	Wood	characterising	the	
	 308	
1920s	and	1930s	as	the	‘golden	age	of	sensationalism’.732	In	the	1920s	and	1930s	there	were	
other	more	interesting	crimes,	news	stories,	and	world	events	taking	place	all	of	which	were	
competing	for	space	in	newspapers,	sometimes	at	the	expense	of	paternal	child	killing.	
There	was	a	delicate	balance	of	factors	which	led	to	a	case	ending	up	in	the	national	press	
and	receiving	extended	coverage:	an	element	of	the	unusual,	violence,	mystery,	social	class	
and	occupation,	and	other	events	happening	at	the	same	time.	
	 Historians	have	underestimated	the	extent	to	which	army	service	prior	to	the	First	
World	War	had	an	impact	on	mental	health.	In	the	first	sub-sample	(1900	to	July	1914)	it	
was	reported	that	in	10	per	cent	of	cases	the	accused	man	had	either	been	in	the	army	or	
was	serving	at	the	time	he	killed	his	child.	The	newspaper	coverage	also	demonstrated	that	
there	was	a	general	understanding	that	army	service	changed	men	and	could	damage	their	
mental	health.	The	change	in	their	mental	health	was	often	attributed	to	a	further	reason,	
such	as	heat	stroke	or	grief,	but	army	service	was	mentioned	alongside	these	other	
mitigating	factors.	In	the	newspaper	coverage	of	cases	in	the	post-First	World	War	sub-
samples	(1919	to	1929	and	1930	to	1939)	there	was	also	evidence	that	the	army	service	of	
ex-soldiers	was	used	to	explain	why	these	men	killed	their	children.	In	the	third	sub-sample	
it	was	reported	in	30	per	cent	of	cases	that	the	accused	man	had	been	in	the	army	and	in	7	
per	cent	of	cases	in	the	fourth	sub-sample.	It	served	as	a	mitigating	factor	and	not	just	in	the	
immediate	post-war	aftermath	but	up	until	1935.	Both	Ginger	Frost	and	Daniel	Grey	have	
discussed	the	impact	of	army	service	on	the	treatment	of	child	murder	by	ex-soldiers.	Frost	
argued	that	it	had	less	bearing	on	the	sentencing	of	men	who	murdered	their	children	and	
their	treatment	in	the	press	as	the	war	moved	further	into	the	past.	Grey	contended	that	
the	mental	health	implications	of	army	service	were	not	fully	acknowledged	in	the	
newspaper	coverage.	Other	aspects	of	the	impact	of	army	service	were	picked	up	on,	such	
as	syphilis	and	how	this	affected	the	sanity	of	the	ex-soldier.	Frost	and	Grey	only	examined																																																									
732	J.	Carter	Wood,	“The	Most	Remarkable	Woman	in	England”;	Poison,	Celebrity,	and	the	Trials	of	
Beatrice	Pace	(Manchester	University	Press:	Manchester	and	New	York,	2012),	p.	68.	
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three	cases	of	ex-soldiers	between	them	in	their	studies	so	it	is	not	enough	to	make	
concrete	judgements	about	their	treatment	in	the	courts	and	the	press.	This	study	enhances	
their	work	by	using	a	larger	sample	of	cases.	There	is	strong	evidence	to	suggest	that	ex-
soldiers	who	killed	their	children	‘benefitted’	from	their	war	service	almost	twenty	years	
after	the	First	World	War.	However,	the	findings	presented	in	this	thesis	would	be	supported	
by	a	further	study	focussed	on	the	treatment	by	the	press	and	the	courts	of	other	ex-soldiers	
who	committed	violent	crimes,	such	as	other	kinds	of	murder,	domestic	abuse,	or	
interpersonal	violence.	
	 There	is	also	strong	evidence	in	the	cases	analysed	for	this	thesis	to	suggest	that	
paternal	child	killers	were	likely	to	commit	suicide,	or	attempt	to	commit	suicide,	after	killing	
their	children.	Sometimes	this	was	out	of	shame	for	what	they	had	done.	Sometimes	it	
would	appear	that	this	was	always	part	of	their	plan.	Other	times,	men	could	not	bear	to	live	
but	could	not	bear	to	leave	the	children	unprotected	in	the	world	either.	Consequently,	
there	was	also	a	connection	between	suicide,	paternal	child	killing,	and	mental	illness.	In	20	
per	cent	of	cases	in	the	whole	sample	it	was	reported	that	the	paternal	child	killer	had	
committed	suicide	and	in	another	11	per	cent	of	cases	a	suicide	attempt	had	been	made.	
Paternal	child	killers	who	committed	suicide	were	often	found	to	be	temporarily	insane	by	
coroners	but	their	mental	health	was	not	discussed	in	any	depth	in	the	newspaper	coverage.	
This	was	partly	due	to	the	stigma	surrounding	mental	illness	and	the	fact	that	other	factors	
that	could	be	used	to	explain	the	case.	It	was	also	because	cases	of	suicide	produced	a	finite	
amount	of	information	on	which	journalists	could	write	articles	so	mental	health	took	a	back	
seat	unless	the	case	was	of	a	particularly	shocking	or	unusual	nature.	
	 There	are	several	implications	of	the	research	carried	out	for	this	thesis.	The	method	
of	newspaper	analysis	used	in	this	thesis	could	be	applied	to	other	violent	crimes	committed	
in	the	twentieth	century	and	their	treatment	in	the	national	press	in	the	absence	of	‘official’	
documents	such	as	court	and	medical	records.	It	is	a	valid	way	to	explore	cases	of	violent	
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crime	in	the	early	twentieth	century	because	it	allows	access	to	pubic	perceptions	of	crime	
and	gives	an	indication	of	the	types	of	crimes	newspaper	journalists	and	editors	were	
interested	in	reporting	on.	There	also	needs	to	be	more	work	done	on	popular	
understandings	of	mental	illness,	especially	in	the	early	twentieth	century.	More	crimes	
could	be	looked	at	that	resulted	in	findings	of	guilty	but	insane	to	examine	what	kind	of	
information	regarding	mental	illness	and	criminal	culpability	was	being	reported	in	the	
newspaper	coverage.		
	 This	thesis	also	has	research	implications	regarding	the	treatment	of	modern	day	
cases	of	paternal	child	killing.	There	needs	to	be	a	change	in	the	way	in	which	masculinity	is	
talked	about	and	the	pressures	put	on	men	to	live	up	to	damaging	expectations.	Equally,	
there	needs	to	be	more	done	to	hold	men	accountable	for	their	behaviour	and	not	place	
blame	on	circumstances	or	the	behaviour	of	their	wives	and	partners.	By	giving	a	greater	
platform	to	the	implications	of	concepts	such	as	‘toxic	masculinity’	it	can	help	to	ensure	that	
these	types	of	crimes	do	not	happen	in	the	first	place.	Jade	Shepherd	has	drawn	attention	to	
the	fact	that	the	struggles	fathers	face	today	are	not	products	of	the	twenty-first	century.733	
Since	the	second	half	of	the	nineteenth	century	it	appears	that	some	fathers	have	struggled	
with	the	pressures	placed	upon	them.	This	thesis	has	illustrated	that	these	struggles	were	
unabated	in	the	early	twentieth	century.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
																																																									
733	J.	Shepherd,	‘Victorian	Madman:	Broadmoor,	Masculinity	and	the	Experiences	of	the	Criminally	
Insane,	1863-1900’	(Unpublished	PhD	Thesis:	Queen	Mary	University	of	London,	2013),	p.	317.	
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Appendices	
Appendix	1:	Headings	used	in	main	Excel	database	
Heading		 Information	
Name	of	accused	 Forename	and	surname	
Age	of	accused	 Age	
Occupation	of	accused	 Occupation	
Employment	status	of	accused	 Employed/unemployed/uncertain	
Type	of	housing	accused	lived	in	 Type	of	housing	
Address	of	accused	 Address	
Was	the	accused	an	ex-soldier	 Yes/no	
Number	of	children	in	family	 Number	
Marital	status	 Married/single/had	a	partner/widowed/separated	
Nationality	of	accused	 Nationality	
Date	of	first	newspaper	report	 Year	
Date	child	went	missing	 Year	
Location	crime	committed	 Name	of	city/town/village	
Country	child	killed	in	 Country	
Number	of	child	victims	 Number	
Gender	of	child	victims	 Male/female/both	
Age	of	child	victims	 Age	
Legitimacy	of	child	victims	 Legitimate/illegitimate/step-child/adopted	child	
Did	accused	kill	wife	 Yes/no/attempted	
Were	any	other	victims	killed	 Yes/no	
Were	the	child	victims	insured	 Yes/no	
Did	the	case	go	to	the	Old	Bailey	 Yes/no	
Was	mental	illness	mentioned	 Yes/no	-	if	yes,	description	
Was	medical	testimony	reported	 Yes/no	-	if	yes,	description	
Did	accused	commit	suicide	 Yes/no/attempted	
Motive	as	reported	by	the	press	 Motive	
Was	alcohol	involved	 Yes/no	
Were	the	NSPCC	involved	 Yes/no	
Was	the	accused	indicted	with	his	partner	 Yes/no	
What	was	the	method	of	killing	 Method	
What	was	the	murder	weapon	 Weapon	
Did	the	accused	display	emotion	 Yes/no	-	if	yes,	description	
Was	the	accused	an	affectionate	father	 Yes/no	-	if	yes,	description	
What	kind	of	relationship	did	the	accused	have	with	his	partner/wife	 Good/bad	-	description	
Did	accused	admit	allegation	 Yes/no	
What	crime	was	accused	charged	with	 Crime	
What	was	the	verdict	 Verdict	
Was	the	accused	found	guilty	of	the	original	charge	 Yes/no	-	if	no,	then	what	
Was	the	accused	recommended	to	mercy	 Yes/no	-	if	yes,	description	
What	did	the	accused	plead	 Plea	
What	punishment	did	the	accused	receive	 Punishment	
What	crime	was	the	mother	charged	with	 Crime	
What	was	the	verdict	for	the	mother	 Verdict	
What	punishment	did	the	mother	receive	 Punishment	
What	was	the	length	of	the	jury's	deliberation	 Time	
Were	any	judge's	comments	reported?	 Yes/no	-	if	yes,	description	
What	was	the	coroner's	verdict	 Verdict	
Any	other	relevant	information	 Information	
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